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 Luigi Pirandello’s first novel, L’Esclusa, written in 1893, but not published in its 
definitive edition until 1927, straddles two literary worlds:  that of the realistic style of the 
Italian veristi, and something new, a style and approach to narrative that anticipates the 
theory of writing Pirandello lays out in his long essay L’Umorismo, as well as the kinds of 
experimental writing that one associates with early-20th-century modernism in general, and 
with Pirandello’s later work in particular.  The novel’s living in both worlds, however, makes 
it an interesting and problematic text.  First, it gives readers insight into the trajectory of 
Pirandello’s work as he develops as a writer, and particularly as he shifts the focus of his 
output from prose fiction to theatre.  Second, and much more broadly, L’Esclusa is an 
important transitional text in the history of modern European literature, not so much because 
the novel itself made waves or wielded a great deal of direct influence, but rather because it 
serves as an indicator of a change that was already beginning to be made manifest in the 
works of a number of late-19th-century novelists, referred to for the purposes of this 
dissertation as “proto-modernists.” 
 In this translation dissertation, I have executed two different, but related, projects.  
The first part of the dissertation comprises a new critical evaluation of L’Esclusa, linking it 
explicitly to both the theoretical principles aligned with Pirandello’s later output and with 
early 20th-century literary modernism in general.  In this part of the dissertation, I also 
explore the linguistic and stylistic features of the text that look forward to the kind of 
techniques that will be associated with the later movement.  The second part constitutes a 
complete translation of the novel from Italian into English, prefaced by an in-depth 
examination of the currents in Translation Studies that informed my translation practice, as 
well as the features of this text that proved to be especially notable or problematic on this 
front. 
 L’Esclusa has too long been overlooked and, in English, it is out-of-print.  It is the 
aim of this dissertation both to extend the theoretical analysis of L’Esclusa that connects it to 
Pirandello’s later writing and to literary modernism, and to make this important text available 






My first encounter with the works of Luigi Pirandello was as a 19-year-old 
undergraduate spending a year abroad studying at the University of Bologna.  The American 
students in the program were studying an impressive array of subjects, but several of us had 
opted to take a modern Italian literature course.  The professor, genuinely excited that so 
many foreign students were interested in his subject, decided to create an alternative syllabus 
just for us.  I no longer have the book list, but it amounted to a sort of “greatest hits” of late-
19th- and 20th-century Italian literature, ending with Calvino.  The centerpiece of this list was 
Pirandello’s Sei personaggi in cerca d’autore [Six Characters in Search of an Author], and 
although I considered myself well read, was interested in experimental literature, and had 
even heard of Pirandello, neither my classmates nor I had any idea what we were in for when 
we began to try to make sense of it.  We would meet in one of our squalid student apartments 
to drink cheap red wine, read the text aloud, and share thoughts, trying to decipher 
Pirandello’s work.  What did he mean when he said that some of the characters were not 
people, but were, in fact, characters, whose author “…non volle poi, o non poté 
materialmente, metter[li] al mondo dell’arte” [“…no longer wished, or wasn’t able, to put 
(them) materially into a work of art”] (Sei personaggi 14)?  Why did the “character” 
characters in the play seem so much more compelling and relatable than the “real” characters, 
or in the words of the character identified only as “Il Padre,” “… più vivi di quelli che 
respirano e vestano panni!  Meno reali, forse; ma più veri!” [“… more alive than those who 
breathe and wear clothes!  Less real, perhaps; but more true!”] (12)? And what was the 
source of the palpable tension and sadness that permeated so much of the piece, but which 
was so often interspersed with moments of real comedy?  This was the first bona fide literary 
text that I had read critically in Italian, and I could not have found it more compelling.  In my 
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oral exam with the professor of that class, an exam that was supposed to cover the whole 
syllabus, we spent the entire time just discussing this one text and its nuances.   
Just what is it about Pirandello’s writing that makes it so compelling?  In the many 
years since my University of Bologna experience, I have had ample time to reflect on this 
question and have discovered that some of the answers my undergraduate self might have 
provided still ring very true for me today.  The Luigi Pirandello that I discovered all those 
years ago had a very specific mission, it seemed: to make his audience, whether spectators or 
readers, examine the nature of their reality and the nature of their own relationship to it.  The 
guiding principle that I read, and continue to read, in his works is that the systems of reality 
that we as individuals are compelled to participate in and abide by, and with which we so 
often come into conflict, are constructs and too often contradict our natural instincts.  This 
Luigi Pirandello is a maverick, a thinker on a mission to expose the true nature of the 
relationship between the individual and his or her surroundings.  These are ideas that many of 
us find naturally compelling, and that seem to become more and more relevant and applicable 
to our own lives as teachers and students, as members of families, as employees, as 
parishioners, as citizens of states, and as human beings living in societies, the older we get 
and the more we have experienced of the world.  Pirandello is not just interested in making a 
simple statement; he seems intent on exploring the often simultaneously comic and tragic 
implications of the nuances of our complex relationship to reality.  In his works, he explores 
the subjective nature of the individual experience.  He puts forward the idea of the individual 
self not being a perfectly realized, completed whole, but a succession of distinct, if 
overlapping, individuals whose characteristics depend upon their circumstance and whose 
real nature is always hidden beneath a mask, as a work continually in progress.  He lays bare 
our basic inability to tie the loose ends of our experience together into a complete, tidily 
resolved story.  In short, this is heady stuff for undergraduate literature students and mature 
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readers alike, and all the more so given the innovative manner in which these messages are 
delivered: a style that respects the reader’s or spectator’s intelligence, that makes him or her 
work for the message, and that does not condescend or pull punches.   
 These aspects of Pirandello’s writing have proven fundamental to my understanding 
of literature, but they have also been instrumental in forming my own view of reality.  In both 
the translation and academic investigation of L’Esclusa that follow, I have tried to capture 
and transmit the virtuosity and modernity of Pirandello’s writing, as well as the excitement 
that his writing instills in me as a reader and spectator of his work.  In this sense, what 
follows has been a labor of love. 
*** 
This project would not have been possible without the support of many, many people.  
First I would like to thank my indefatigable advisor, Paolo Fasoli, for braving this project 
with me, and for taking a chance on a student he had never met.  But also for responding to 
emails at all hours, for using his mobile data when the lines were down in Italy, and for 
reading drafts while on holiday.  Without his wisdom and encouragement, this project would 
never have gotten off the ground, much less have been completed. 
I would like to thank the members of my committee, Giancarlo Lombardi and 
William Coleman, for their support over these long years, and especially Professor Coleman 
for helping ease my way back into the Program after many years of absence. 
In terms of the project itself, first and foremost I’d like to thank my mother, Elizabeth 
Masoni, who served as my first reader and editor for both the translation and the academic 
text, and who has been my unflagging supporter and a fan of both Pirandello and of this 
project.  Indeed, I cannot thank my parents, Daniel and Elizabeth, enough; had they not opted 
to raise me surrounded by books and so keenly aware of all of the joy that words and stories 
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can yield, my own story would be the poorer for it.  It has been a pleasure sharing this project 
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first studies in Italian. I wish he could have seen this project come to its fruition. 
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Debrauw and Dee Schwinn, who consulted on the Latin portions of the translation; Neil 
MacDonald, who weighed in on some of the nuances of modernism and mathematics; and 
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there to help me out of a jam when I encountered a tricky passage, and who always made 
herself available for coffee and conversation.  Grazie infinite, Chiara. 
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with me. 
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Un monde qu'on peut expliquer même avec de mauvaises raisons est un monde familier. 
Mais au contraire, dans un univers soudain privé d'illusions et de lumières, l'homme se sent 
un étranger. Cet exil est sans recours puisqu'il est privé des souvenirs d'une patrie perdue ou 
de l'espoir d'une terre promise. Ce divorce entre l'homme et sa vie, l'acteur et son décor, c'est 
proprement le sentiment de l'absurdité.  
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The writing of Luigi Pirandello feels, in a word, modern.  Indeed, Pirandello’s later 
work is so often aligned with literary modernism that to identify it as such is not to break any 
new ground.  However, readers and spectators of his work sometimes forget how late in his 
career Pirandello came to playwriting, and that even though his mature and most highly 
regarded works were published or performed at more or less the same time as those of other 
modernist authors like Eliot, Joyce, Woolf, Mann, Kafka, Proust, and Gide, Pirandello was 
older than most of them by a considerable margin and had been at it for much longer.  He 
begins writing and publishing in the mid-1880s, when most of the authors who were part of 
the high modernist boom of the 1920s were still children or had not yet been born.  As 
Gaspare Giudice points out in the opening to his definitive biography of the author,   
Pirandello nacque nel cuore dell’Ottocento.  [….]  Egli è sempre, dai critici, proiettato 
in avanti, nel Novecento.  Ma sono stati dimenticati i trentatré anni di radici 
ottocentesche, quasi la metà esatta della sua vita, che sono gli anni di cui fanno parte 
le circostanze-destino dell’infanzia e quelli della formazione culturale. (2) 
 
[Luigi Pirandello was born in the heart of the 19th century.  (….)  His critics have 
always projected him forwards, into the 20th.  However, they have overlooked the 
thirty-three years of 19th-century roots, almost exactly half of his life, which were the 
years he spent in the nineteenth century, were the years of the most decisive events of 
his childhood and of his cultural development.] 
 
Pirandello is in something of a unique position, then, in that he is a transitional author; his 
works can be seen as charting the transition from the realism, verismo, and decadentismo of 
the late 19th century, to the full-blown modernism of the early twentieth.  Little work has 
been done, however, on this transition itself with regard to Pirandello, and in fact, almost no 
work at all has been done on Pirandello’s early writing outside of Italy.  This is unfortunate in 
the obvious sense that a great percentage of a universally acclaimed author’s work has been 
largely ignored outside of his home country, but it is also a very real critical oversight as 
Pirandello’s rich and varied oeuvre, which spans so many decades as well as genres, can be 
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seen as an invaluable tool, a key to understanding the larger shift toward literary modernism 
that would be realized after World War I.  This bridging of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, and particularly this transition into literary modernism, is key to understanding 
Pirandello’s early work, and it is the aim of this project to clarify and explore these 
connections.  More specifically, in the work that follows, Pirandello’s first piece of long-form 
prose, the novel L’Esclusa, will be examined, and two different, but related, projects, both of 
which are long overdue, will be executed.  The first is to provide a critical reevaluation of the 
novel that connects it to Pirandello’s later, more thoroughly realized work, and the second is 
to introduce the novel to an English-speaking audience by providing a complete translation 
into English.  
More than any other of Pirandello’s works, L’Esclusa, which was completed in 1893 
and published in various formats over the first quarter of the 20th century, has a foot in two 
worlds.  The novel is torn between the realistic style of Verga or Capuana, and something 
new, a style and approach to narrative that looks forward to the theory of writing that 
Pirandello lays out in his 1908 essay L’Umorismo [On Humor], as well as to the kinds of 
experimental writing that one associates with early-20th-century modernism in general and 
with Pirandello’s later work in particular.  In his 1907 letter to Luigi Capuana that prefaced 
early editions of the L’Esclusa, Pirandello himself acknowledges that, in its initial form, he 
doubts that his readership could have understood “la parte più originale” [“the most original 
aspect”] of the novel, which is its humoristic foundation (Pirandello, L’Esclusa, 176).1  In 
this sense, L’Esclusa is very much a transitional text.  It does not read well as an example of 
19th-century realism, but has also not yet made the leap into the kinds of modernism that 
Pirandello will explore later in his career, even if many of the seeds are there.  The novel’s 
living in both worlds, however, makes it an interesting and problematic text.  While it 
                                                 
1 This letter is included as an appendix to my own translation of the novel (see Appendix, below). 
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appears at first blush to be a fairly standard 19th-century novel of adultery, L’Esclusa is an 
important piece of literature for a number of reasons.  First, it gives readers insight into the 
trajectory of Pirandello’s work as he developed as a writer, and particularly as he shifted the 
focus of his output from prose fiction to theatre and began to address more directly some of 
the more abstract ideas that would be explored more thoroughly in his later work.  This 
development is, of course, not limited to the content of this and other, early novels; it can also 
be seen in terms of the style in which the novel is written, albeit more subtly.  Pirandello’s 
focus in L’Esclusa on certain themes and features that he would continue to explore as he 
matured as a writer makes it an interesting lens through which to examine his later work.  
Pirandello’s own assertion in the letter referenced above, for instance, that this novel 
constitutes a break with realism is one of many indications of this development.  Second, and 
much more broadly, L’Esclusa is an important transitional text in the history of modern 
European literature, not so much because the novel itself made waves or wielded a great deal 
of direct influence in the way that his later novels and especially works of theatre would, but 
rather because it serves as an indicator of a change that was already beginning to be made 
manifest in the works of a number of late-19th-century novelists, referred to for my purposes 
as “proto-modernists,” a term that will be addressed and unpacked in Chapter 2 of this work.  
As we shall see, L’Esclusa’s position as an indicator of a broad transition toward modernism 
in narrative writing is demonstrable not only in terms of its thematic content and subject 
matter, but also the stylistic choices that Pirandello makes in the novel. 
The first part of this work encompasses a critical evaluation of the novel itself.  
Chapter 1 presents an extensive and detailed introduction to both the author and the novel.  
This involves an examination of the circumstances that led to Pirandello writing L’Esclusa, 
as well as a description of the contents of the novel, including a summary and character list, 
and a brief look at the main ideas of the work.  This chapter also explores the multiple links 
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between L’Esclusa and Pirandello’s own biography, examining the noteworthy extent to 
which Pirandello drew upon incidents and aspects of his own life in constructing the 
characters and plot of the novel.   The novel’s publication history will be examined, including 
the circumstances surrounding the fact that it was not published in any form until eight years 
after it was completed, and not as a stand-alone novel for another seven years after that.  
Finally, the translation history of the novel into English, which is short in that it has only 
been translated into English once, by Leo Ongley in 1925, will be examined and a brief 
account of Pirandello’s fortunes in English in general will be given. 
Chapter 2 is comprised of an outline of the many philosophical, technological, and 
social changes that result in literary modernism, as well as the specific literary attributes that 
comprise the movement.  This chapter also examines the main literary features and structural 
components of Pirandello’s later, decidedly modernist work and the extent to which the 
features and components that characterize these works can be identified in his early work.  
Among these early iterations of Pirandello’s modernism is his theory of humor, reality, and 
art laid out first in his 1893 essay “Arte e coscienza d’oggi” [“Art and the Conscience of 
Today”], and more fully fleshed out later in his 1908 treatise L’Umorismo.  Chapter 3 
examines those changes specifically in light of L’Esclusa, expanding upon the ideas put 
forward by Robert Dombroski that even though the novel genre is perhaps an imperfect 
vehicle for relating these ideas, L’Esclusa provides us with an early, and perhaps the first, 
look at Pirandello’s theory of humor put on the page.  In this sense, L’Esclusa is clearly 
connected to the author’s later work and to modernism.  Chapter 3 also looks at the formal 
hallmarks of modernism present in L’Esclusa including techniques that will turn up in later 
novels, plays, and short stories by Pirandello, as well as by other modernist authors, like 
James Joyce and Marcel Proust. 
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The second section of this project is made up of two chapters, and is focused on the 
translation itself.  Chapter 4, the first chapter of this section, comprises a survey of literature 
in the field of Translation Studies, beginning with a broad look at some of the core concepts 
of, and conflicts within, the field, with the aim of establishing a baseline from which I can 
assess and explain my own work in the final chapter. 
The fifth and final chapter focuses on my own approach to translating L’Esclusa in 
light of the information provided in Chapter 4.  In doing so, I will discuss both the technical 
aspects of translating this novel and how my translation was informed by what I see as 
Pirandello’s intent and the novel’s “purpose.”  Chapter 5 also includes analysis of the 1925 
Ongley translation of this novel into English and explains the numerous circumstances that 
necessitate this new translation.   
The final section of the project is a complete translation from Italian to English of the 
definitive 1927 Bemporad edition of L’Esclusa, which I have titled The Outcast.  As 
indicated above, like much of Pirandello’s early work, L’Esclusa has been largely and 
regrettably ignored outside of Italy, and the time is right for a new translation of this 
important novel.  In translating the work, my aims have been to make a significant piece of 
European literature available to readers of English, and to highlight in the translation itself 
aspects of the work that demonstrate its important place in literary history. 
The time is right for this project for several reasons.  Primary among these is the fact 
that Ongley’s 1925 translation of the 1908 Fratelli Treves edition of the novel is both out-of-
date and out-of-print.  The time is also right, however, for a new critical evaluation of this 
long-overlooked novel. The arguments presented above that link the novel to Pirandello’s 
later output and to the modernist movement could not come at a better time for Italian and 
non-Italian scholars alike.  It is only very recently that Italianists, and Italian Italianists in 
particular, have been comfortable with aligning Italian texts with the early 20th-century 
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movement that European and American scholars call modernism.  As Paolo Valesio notes in 
his foreword to Luca Somigli and Mario Moroni’s 2004 collection Italian Modernism: Italian 
Culture between Decadentism and Avante-Garde, “Italianists in Italy are often content to 
rehearse the (undeniable but in itself not very interesting) fact that in Italian literature the 
category of ‘modernism’ has never been really at home” (ix).  This has, however, recently 
begun to change, and it is the aim of this work to add to the small, but growing, body of 
literature that attempts to explore the connections between these artists and the movement as 
a whole.  
This project is not the first text to make connections between Pirandello’s early work, 
including L’Esclusa, and his later work.  In his essay, "The Functions of Humor and Paradox 
in Pirandello's L'Esclusa: A Context for the Plays," for instance, Robert Dombroski makes 
this link explicit, although his is one of very few works that treats this subject specifically 
with regard to L’Esclusa.  What Dombroski does in his essay, and what others who have 
written on the links between the early and late work do, however, is establish a link between 
the philosophy that drives Pirandello’s later work, laid out theoretically in L’Umorismo and 
brought to life particularly vividly in the plays, and the early novels.  The project that follows 
aims to clarify, refocus, and extend this analysis, as well as to make these connections on a 
stylistic and linguistic level, specifically in terms of the ways in which this philosophical 





Chapter 1.  An Introduction to the Novel 
 
The Road to Publication 
 
Marta Ajala, which before its publication in 1901 would be retitled L’Esclusa, was 
completed in its earliest form in 1893, while Luigi Pirandello lived in Rome.  The Rome to 
which Pirandello had moved in 1891 was a hotbed of artists and writers.  Not only was Italian 
journalism flourishing, but the city was experiencing a wave of fin de siècle excitement the 
likes of which it had never seen before; artists and writers were pouring in from all corners of 
Italy, and the parlors and cafes of the city were filled with earnest bright young people 
discussing big ideas.2 
Pirandello had arrived in Rome when he was twenty-four years old, having just 
earned his degree from the University of Bonn in Romance Philology with a dissertation 
entitled “Laute und Lautentwicklung der Mundart von Girgenti” [“The Sounds and Phonetic 
Evolution of the Girgenti Dialect”].  It appears that he was aware that he would eventually 
have to revert to his background in philology as an occupation, and he writes about this 
directly in a letter dated May 1891, not long after his arrival in the capital.  In the letter, he 
refers to a long, “virile” poem entitled “Belfagor” that he had written before earning his 
degree “castrated” him.  Pirandello’s poem, which is a retelling of Machiavelli’s novella 
Belfagor arcidiavolo, is only published posthumously in 1965, although the first canto 
appeared in the journal La Tavola rotonda in July of 1892 (Costanzo cxxiv). In the letter, 
addressed to someone only identified as “Giuseppe,” he writes, 
In questa bella Italia nostra, culla dell’arte, d’arte solo non si può vivere, e chi, 
poveretto, è nato per l’arte, è costretto a tagliarsi le bagatelle.  Io, prima che me lo 
tagli, voglio mostrare se non altro d’avercelo, e bastonare i castrati.  Un’idea come 
un’altra.  Poi mi darò tutto a pensare all’e chiusa e all’e aperta e ai vari gruppi 
consonantici, e allora chi sa!  Mi faranno fare cavaliere e commendatore…. (Giudice 
142-143) 
                                                 
2 For an excellent analysis of the Roman café culture in this period, see Chapter 3 of Giuliana Pieri’s 2007 book, 
The Influence of Pre-Raphaelitism on Fin de siècle Italy.  Gaspare Giudice’s biography Luigi Pirandello and 




[In this beautiful Italy of ours, the cradle of art, one cannot live by art alone, and 
whatever poor man has the misfortune of being born to make art is forced to cut off 
his own bagatelles.  Before I cut mine off I want to at least show that I have them, as a 
blow to those who have already given in and been castrated – an idea like any other.  
Only then will I give myself over to the closed “e” and the open “e” and the various 
consonant groups, and then who knows?  Maybe they’ll make me a cavaliere and a 
commendatore….] 
 
For the present, however, he had decided to try his hand at being a true man of letters.  To 
this end, his father, the imperious Stefano Pirandello, who had made his fortune in sulfur 
mining, had agreed to give him an allowance, and his younger brother, Innocenzo, had agreed 
to serve in the military in Luigi’s stead so that he could dedicate all of his time to writing.  
According to Gaspare Giudice, however, by this time, most of the famous writers had 
abandoned Rome, leaving behind a writing community that was rigorously divided into sects.  
Not surprisingly to those who know the landscape of Italian literature in this period, the most 
important of these were, on the one hand, the followers of Gabriele D’Annunzio’s brand of 
sensualist decadentismo, and on the other, the group of realists and neo-realists referred to 
collectively as the veristi.  Pirandello’s antipathy towards D’Annunzio’s ornamented writing 
was pronounced.3  Giudice notes that this antipathy was “soprattutto istintiva” [“above all 
instinctive”], but also was connected to Pirandello’s feeling that D’Annunzio’s style 
overshadowed his own, plainer style (155).  Pirandello considered the approach of the veristi 
to be closer to his way of thinking, and before long, he had made a number of connections in 
the community and had begun publishing poetry in local reviews. 
 The most important of these connections, at least in terms of his fortunes as a writer, 
was with the Sicilian realist author Luigi Capuana, whose acquaintance Pirandello made 
through his friend and fellow writer, Ugo Fleres.  Capuana, who was some thirty years 
Pirandello’s senior, was already a well-established writer across multiple genres, although he 
                                                 
3 There are many examples of this contentious relationship in print, notably Pirandello’s November 1895 review 
of Le Vergine delle rocce [The Virgins of the Rocks], and his January 1896 article “L’Idolo” [“The Idol”]. 
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is best remembered as being an important member of the verismo school of novelists and 
short-story writers.  The period that Capuana spent in Rome, which lasted from 1892 through 
the 1901 publication of the novel many consider to be his masterwork, Il Marchese di 
Roccaverdina [The Marquis of Roccaverdina], was a period in which Capuana published 
some of his most important writing, both in terms of his fiction and his critical essays.  From 
1892 to 1893, he served as the director of the political and literary journal Il Fanfulla della 
Domenica, a position through which he came into contact with a number of young authors, 
including Fleres and Pirandello.  In keeping with the fin-de-siècle spirit of the city, Pirandello 
and his contemporaries were starting literary journals, writing manifestos, and meeting in 
cafes or more often, people’s homes, to discuss literary and artistic matters, and perhaps 
above all, writing and creating art.  One of these little groups, which would go on to publish 
the weekly paper Ariel, met regularly at Fleres’s house in the Lungotevere Mellini, but also 
occasionally at Capuana’s house, and it was here that Capuana encouraged Pirandello to 
write his first novel.  Besides the fact that Pirandello obviously profited professionally by 
what Giudice refers to as the “amicizia e la protezione” [“friendship and protection”] of 
Capuana, it is not a surprise that Pirandello was genuinely attracted to the works of the older 
author (146).  Of the three major verista authors, Giovanni Verga, Federico De Roberto, and 
Capuana, the latter is the most interested in the nuances of human motivation and particularly 
in the emotions and motivations expressed by individuals in the face of a reality that is more 
often than not set against them.  These nuances would become hallmarks of Pirandello’s early 
writing.  Capuana’s early novel Giacinta is a good example of his use of those very human 
nuances, and there is little question that Pirandello was influenced by this work.  It is clear 
that Pirandello considered Capuana to be something of a mentor.  Many critics, including 
Giudice, repeat the story that a definitive conversation that took place between Capuana and 
Pirandello during one of the group meetings was predicated on Pirandello’s inability to settle 
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on a literary genre and resulted in Capuana’s advising him that he focus on novels.  This 
conversation led to the completion, over the course of the summer of 1893, of L’Esclusa. 
 The story of the composition of the novel, which is recounted in both F. V. Nardelli’s 
and Giudice’s biographies, although in very different tones, invariably involves Pirandello 
romantically locking himself away in a convent to work.  Nardelli’s account is particularly 
florid:   
Luigi andò a comporre L’esclusa in un cocuzzolo di monte.  A cavaliere tra il 
lago di Nemi e le vigne di Velletri, tra l’acqua e il vino, in vista del promontorio 
Circeo fragoroso di approdi leggendari e incomodi, sta il misantropo monte Cave e 
porta per cappello un convento. 
I frati venuti via proprio ai tempi dell’ascesa del nostro, in séguito a una bega 
col principe Corsini, pare, padrone della roccia, erano andati a farsi un altro edifizio, 
alla Péntima.  
Un oste velletrano s’era accampato nei parlatòri male ammattonati.  Le celle 
erano in gran numero deserte.  Nel piano alto parlava alle nubi un meteorologo, il 
quale aveva portato lassú a dorso di ciuco gli istrumenti, la moglie e due figli, come 
puoi leggere nella novella Pallottoline. 
L’oste coceva gli intingoli.  La cima del monte, oltre una corona d’alberi 
messa come la barba intorno all faccia d’un frate, aveva il privilegio d’un tronco 
gigantesco; secolare fra le tonache.  E su codesto avanzo di bufere l’agragantino 
appollaiato quasi volatore caduto allo stormo stese il suo primo romanzo, che solo di 
poi si chiamò L’esclusa, ma che in allora portava per titolo il bel nome della 
protagonista: Marta Ajala. (125-126) 
 
[Luigi went to compose L’Esclusa at the summit of a mountain.  Between 
Lake Nemi and the vineyards of Velletri, between water and wine, in view of Circeo 
promontory and thundering with legendary and inhospitable terrain, is the 
misanthrope Mount Cave which wears a convent for its hat.  
The friars had gone away in days gone by, apparently as a result of a quarrel 
with Prince Corsini, who was master of that rock at the time, and had gone to make a 
new home in Péntima. 
A landlord from Velletri, had pitched camp in the parlor with its sagging floor.  
The old monks’ cells were by and large deserted.  On the top floor, a meteorologist, 
who had brought up there on the back of a donkey his instruments, as well as his wife 
and two children, whispered to the clouds, as you can read in Pirandello’s novella 
“Pallottoline.” 
The landlord cooked up tasty dishes.  The top of the mountain was crowned 
with trees boasting enormous trunks, arranged like the beard around the face of a 
friar; a secular monk among the branches. And cradled by this weatherer of storms, 
the boy from Agrigento perched almost like a flying bird that had fallen from his 
flock, and wrote his first novel, which would only later be called L’Esclusa, but which 
then bore as its title the beautiful name of the protagonist: Marta Ajala.] 
 




A Pirandello [Capuana] suggerì, poiché questi rimaneva incerto fra vari generi 
letterari, poesia, teatro o narrative, di applicarsi a fondo al romanzo.  L’Esclusa (allora 
Marta Ajala) infatti nasce sotto la suggestione diretta del Capuana, nel 1893, durante 
un’attardata villeggiatura sulla cima di Monte Cave, in un convento abbandonato, 
occupato da un oste e da un meteorologo con la sua famiglia (quello stesso che 
Pirandello fa protagonista della novella intitolata Pallottoline).  Vi alloggia in un’ex 
cella moncale, non senza soffrire dei primi freddi dell’autunno.  E, finché il tempo lo 
permette, ama lavorare in aperta campagna, su un ramo non dei più bassi di una 
quercia secolare.  Durante l’estate ha qui ricevuto saltuarie visite dei suoi novi amici. 
(147) 
 
[Since Pirandello was still uncertain which literary medium to choose – poetry, 
theatre, or narrative – Capuana advised that he concentrate on the novel.  In fact, 
L’Esclusa (then titled Marta Ajala) was written at Capuana’s suggestion, in 1893.  He 
wrote it on a lazy holiday in an abandoned convent on the peak of Mount Cave, 
inhabited by an innkeeper and a meteorologist, who was there with his family (the 
same meteorologist that Pirandello would later make the protagonist of the short story 
“Pallottoline”).  He stayed in a former cell, suffering in the autumn cold.  And when 
the weather permitted, he loved to work out in the open countryside, on the lowest 
branches of an ancient oak tree, occasionally receiving visits from his new friends.]
  
 
The difference between Nardelli’s and Giudice’s texts, both in terms of style and accuracy, 
has been stated succinctly by Eric Bentley, who notes that,  
If Pirandello authorized a biography by one F. V. Nardelli and contributed 
rather liberally to it, he did so less to amplify the narrative than to be the grey 
eminence behind it, and make sure the portrait remained grayly mysterious.  If 
language can be a way of avoiding communication, biography can be a way of 
avoiding telling a large part of the biographical truth. 
Gaspare Giudice’s Pirandello […] smashed the idol and revealed the man.  
Which is a very sad if commendable thing to do, especially when your subject was 
not always as commendable as he was sad.  You had to admire Nardelli’s Pirandello: 
the good artist was a good man.  That Pirandello was a good artist is for Giudice a 
presupposition, but his conclusion, which pains him and must pain his readers, is that 
Pirandello the man was not good. (91) 
 
The biographers, however, agree on the main points here, but neither conjectures as to why it 
took almost eight years for the novel to make it into print.  Indeed, very little has been written 
about the period between Pirandello’s completion of the novel in 1893 and its eventual 
publication in 1901, and although there is a great deal of biographical material on these 
intervening years, there is no information readily available that explains the lack of success in 
finding a publisher.  Pirandello clearly wished to publish the novel, and one can speculate 
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that L’Esclusa crossed the desks of many editors and potential publishers in these years.  We 
do know that Pirandello continues to meet with his literary friends, continues to work, and 
continues to publish other works, although these publications are met with no significant 
critical response.  His output in this period includes the collection of short stories Amori 
senza amore [Loveless Loves, 1894], the novel Il Turno [The Shift], which is completed in 
1895, but which will not be published until 1902, and a number of critical essays, including 
“Arte e coscienza d’oggi,” which is published in the same year that he writes L’Esclusa.  In 
1894, Pirandello marries Antonietta Portulano, the daughter of a business partner of his 
father, and they have three children.  At this time, he still receives an allowance from his 
father, but in 1897, he also supplements his income by taking a position at the Magistero, a 
teacher-training college. Pirandello will continue to live comfortably on the allowance 
provided by his father, often refusing payment for his publications in literary journals, until in 
1903 Stefano Pirandello is ruined financially by poor speculation on a large sulfur mine.  To 
make matters worse, the older Pirandello had been entrusted with Antonietta’s dowry, which 
was also lost in the failed business affair, leaving Luigi and his wife and three children in 
desperate need of money.4   
The watershed year for Pirandello, at least in terms of his publication history, is 1901.  
As the younger author continued to work and publish over the course of the 1890s, Capuana 
doggedly championed Pirandello’s work, despite his young friend being consistently 
overlooked by critics.  As both Giudice and Nardelli point out, it is largely thanks to Capuana 
that Pirandello finally gets his due in terms of the attention of editors and publishers.  In 
1896, Capuana publishes an article in the journal Roma di Roma, in which he presents 
Pirandello as a poet “dalla bonaria e fine ironia” [“with good-natured and subtle irony”], but 
it is not until his August 1901 literary profile in L’Ora that people start listening (Giudice 
                                                 
4 For more on this, and especially on how their failing fortunes precipitated the writing of Il fu Mattia Pascal, 
see Giudice, pp. 175-178. 
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156).  In this article, Capuana continues to praise the younger author’s poetry, but goes on to 
note that, 
Luigi Pirandello porta la stessa qualità di finezza, di ironia, di osservazione giusta e 
sottile nella novella, nel racconto, e nel romanzo.  Ma il pubblico non ha avuto ancora 
una bella occasione per accorgersene.  Il volume Amori senza amore non ha goduto 
per ragioni independenti affatto dal suo valore, la fortuna che meritava.  I racconti, le 
novella, sparsi con prodigalità di gran signore su per riviste e giornali, non sono stati 
ancora raccolti…  Luigi Pirandello, solitario, modesto …dà un altra riprova al 
proverbio: fra Modesto non fu mai priore.  Ora egli ha trentaquattro anni.  Ma io sono 
sicuro che presto uscirà dall’ombra, appena un editore di naso fino o di intelligente 
operosità saprà accorgersi del valore di lui e presentarlo al pubblico degnamente.  Egli 
è di coloro che possono attendere, con la certezza che la sua bell’ora di Gloria, un 
giorno o l’altro, scoccherà. (Giudice 156-157) 
 
[Luigi Pirandello displays the same qualities of subtlety, irony, and a keen eye for 
observation in the short story as he does in the novel.  But the public has not yet had 
the chance to notice it.  For reasons independent of its quality, the volume Loveless 
Loves did not enjoy the success it deserved.  The short stories and novellas, liberally 
dispersed in reviews and papers, have not yet been collected.  Luigi Pirandello, 
modest as he is, and as much as he keeps to himself solitary… is a testament to the 
proverb, “a Prior never came forward from among the Modest.”  Pirandello is now 
thirty-four.  But I am sure that he will emerge from the shadows just as soon as a 
publisher with good taste and an industrious mind realizes this author’s value, and can 
present him successfully to the public.  Pirandello is the type of person that can wait, 
with the certainty that sooner or later his hour of glory will come.] 
 
By way of comparison once again, Nardelli notes, 
 
A questo punto, Capuana prese la lancia, balzò a cavallo e via.  Era troppo, per Dio.  
L’albero pirandelliano era greve di frutti maturi; si vedevan biancheggiar tra le foglie: 
bisognava farli cadere.  E in seguito a un articolo imperioso di Capuana incominciò la 
raccolta.  [….]  Dopo sei anni di attesa, tutto andò via di colpo dal cassette.  Via 
rimasero solo le commedie.  Perché Pirandello aveva orrore del teatro e non voleva 
sentirne parlare. (140-141) 
 
[At this point, Capuana picked up his lance, leapt to his horse, and was off.  It was too 
much, by God.  The Pirandello tree was heavy with ripe fruit; one could see them 
turning white between the leaves.  Someone needed to shake that tree, to make them 
fall.  And following an article by Capuana fraught with urgency, the harvest began.  
(….)  After six years of waiting, the manuscripts were flying off of his desk.  The 
only ones that remained were the plays, because Pirandello was terrified of the theatre 
and couldn’t even bear to hear the word.] 
 
Indeed, Capuana’s entreaty did not fall upon deaf ears, and over the course of the next three 
years, Pirandello’s fortunes changed dramatically.  In addition to publishing a collection of 
poetry (Zampogna), in that relatively brief window of time, he published no fewer than four 
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collections of short stories (the two-volume Beffe della morte e della vita [Jokes of Life and 
Death], Quando ero matto [When I Was Mad], and Bianche e nere [White and Black]).  
Gianotta, a publisher from Catania who was a friend of Capuana published the novel Il Turno 
[The Shift] in 1902, and the turning point of his career would come in 1904 when the Nuova 
anthologia of Rome would publish what many still consider to be his finest novel, Il fu 
Mattia Pascal [The Late Mattia Pascal].  This publishing boom started, however, with the 
1901 serialization of L’Esclusa, printed as a supplement of the Roman journal La Tribuna, 
from June to August of that year.  It would not be published as a stand-alone novel until 1908 
(Fratelli Treves), and it would not be published in its definitive form until 1927 (Bemporad).   
The Plot 
 
Marta Pentàgora (née Ajala) has been driven out of her home by her jealous husband, 
Rocco, who has walked in on her reading a letter from an admirer, Gregorio Alvignani.   
After Marta is wrongly accused of adultery and sent her back to her parents’ house, Rocco 
moves back into his father’s home where he is lectured by his father, Antonio Pentàgora, on 
the curse of the Pentàgora men to be forever cuckolded.   At the suggestion of his younger 
brother Niccolino, and with the help and advice of two of his father’s lodgers, Rocco decides 
to challenge Alvignani to a duel.   
The perspective then shifts to Marta’s family home, where we witness an extended 
conversation between Marta’s mother, Agata, and father, Francesco, and discover that her 
father has already been visited by Rocco, who has shown him the letter.  Although Francesco 
acknowledges the blameless nature of Marta’s actions, he also recognizes that, as far as 
society is concerned, it is as if she has already committed the sin, and as a result, he angrily 
elects to exclude himself from society forever, abandoning the management of his lucrative 
tannery to his wife’s nephew, Paolo Sistri.   
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From here the novel explores the string of misfortunes that afflict Marta.  She is 
several months pregnant with Rocco’s child, but early on, the child is stillborn.  On the same 
evening as the stillbirth, Francesco, who, true to his word, has retired from public life out of 
shame and remained locked in his room since the evening Marta was cast out of her 
husband’s home, dies as well.  As a result of his death and of Paolo Sistri’s mismanagement 
of the family’s affairs, the Ajalas lose the family business and are plunged into poverty.  
Marta, Agata, and Marta’s younger sister Maria are left with nothing.  In the meantime, the 
community has become aggressively cruel to the three women because of Marta’s perceived 
sin, and Antonio Pentàgora goes so far as to organize an attack on their home during the 
village’s feast day parade. With the help of Anna Veronica, a childhood friend of Agata who 
is, like Marta, also a “fallen woman,” they are able to secure lodging and some work as 
seamstresses, but Marta remains sullen and defiant and spends long periods of time hidden 
away in her room.   
We later discover that she has been studying, and that despite Agata’s objections, 
Marta sits for the national examination to become certified as a teacher.  Marta achieves the 
highest marks and is promised a position, but her first position is unfairly taken away from 
her before she can begin.  At her subsequent post, she is continually sabotaged and rejected 
by her fellow teachers and, under the direction of their parents, by her students as well, all of 
whom feel that she is morally unfit for the position.  This precipitates a political crisis, and 
the School Inspector calls upon Alvignani, who has been elected to the House of Deputies 
and is making a name for himself as a politician, to orchestrate a transfer for Marta to a 
recently vacated position at a school in Palermo.  The first part of the novel ends with a 
tearful goodbye between the three Ajala women and Anna Veronica, but on the hopeful note 
that perhaps moving to a new city will solve their problems. 
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Part II of the novel opens in Palermo just as winter is turning to spring, and we find 
Marta greeted warmly at her new school by both the female director, whom she admires, and 
by the students.  Marta, her mother, and Maria settle into their little home on Via del 
Papireto, and although they keep mostly to themselves, they make the acquaintance of the 
eccentric Don Fifo and Donna Maria Rosa Juè, a middle-aged, newly married couple who 
live in the same building.  Marta pours herself into her new career and focuses all of her 
efforts on increasing Maria and her mother’s quality of life.  However, she remains unhappy; 
her sister and mother’s happiness tragically only serves to reinforce the extent to which she 
continues to feel that she is excluded from society and is not being given the chance to live 
life on her own terms.  The family receives frequent letters from Anna Veronica updating 
them on news of the village, and the Juès call on them regularly.  During one of their visits, 
the Ajalas discover that Rocco’s mother, Fana, who was driven from her home by Antonio, 
now lives in a squalid apartment with the Juès serving as her landlords.  Marta is also made 
uncomfortable by the attention of her three male colleagues, all of whom vie for Marta’s 
attention.  Her situation is complicated by her discoveries both that Rocco has come to 
Palermo and is keeping tabs on her, and that Alvignani, who has been elected to the Chamber 
of Deputies, is also in Palermo.  Alvignani invites her to attend a lecture he is giving, but 
Marta destroys his invitation, resolving to confront the men in her life who seem determined 
to torment her and wondering if she will ever be able to live her own life. 
The narrative perspective shifts again to that of Alvignani who eventually convinces 
Marta to go on a walk with him.  She feels that she cannot say no and allows him to lead her 
to his home, where they embrace.  On her way home, she reflects on her having “fallen,” but 
does not assume the blame, insisting that this is what everyone was pushing her to do all 
along.  Marta and Alvignani’s romantic relationship begins in earnest, although she is aware 
that she does not love him.  Alvignani resolves not to return to Rome until they have come to 
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a decision about the future of their relationship, and in the meantime, Marta receives word 
from Anna Veronica that Rocco has been deathly ill with typhus and is not expected to 
survive. 
Alvignani encounters Luca Blandino, a friend of Rocco, on the street by chance and 
discovers that Blandino is in town at Rocco’s request, to attempt to facilitate a reconciliation 
between Rocco and Marta. Alvignani appears to support the plan to reunite the couple, but 
after Blandino has left, Alvignani finds that Marta has been listening from the bedroom all 
along.  Despite Alvignani’s protests, she is livid and accuses Alvignani of helping construct a 
plan to entrap her.  Marta reveals that the reason for her unexpected visit is that she is 
pregnant with Alvignani’s child.  They decide that Marta must either elope with Alvignani 
and move with him to Rome, or return to Rocco.  The former option means sacrificing her 
mother and sister, who would not be able to accompany them, and the latter option means 
making sure that they are taken care of, but sacrificing her own happiness.   
After an encounter with Matteo Falcone, one of the coworkers whose obsession with 
Marta has led to his very public mental breakdown, she again begins reflecting on her 
situation and decides that suicide is her only option.  She returns home to find that, much to 
the joy of her mother, Blandino has already been there with news of Rocco’s desire for a 
reconciliation.  In spite of her mother’s excitement, Marta refuses to accept the proposal, 
noting that although a reconciliation would outwardly vindicate her, she would still be 
viewed as guilty in the eyes of the community.   
In the middle of a violent thunderstorm the next day, the Juès call on the Ajalas to 
inform them that Rocco’s mother, Fana Pentàgora, is dying, and suggests that the Ajalas send 
word to Rocco and his family.  Marta insists on joining the Juès to sit vigil with Fana, and the 
three of them brave the storm.  Upon their arrival at Fana’s squalid flat, Maria Rosa and 
Marta begin to clean things up, and Fifo is sent to the telegraph office to dispatch a message 
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informing Rocco of his mother’s condition.  When Fifo returns, the three of them keep vigil 
for the rest of the night. As the Juès fall fast asleep, Marta keeps watch and continues to 
reflect upon her present circumstance.  As dawn comes, the Juès and Marta send for a priest.  
When the viaticum arrives, last rites are administered as Marta muses on the emptiness of a 
religion that would have Marta confess a sin she did not commit.  After Rocco appears early 
in the afternoon, stronger and leaner after his illness, Fana briefly regains consciousness and 
takes Marta and Rocco’s hands and joins them.  The Juès temporarily go home, giving Rocco 
and Marta the chance to speak.  Rocco begs forgiveness, but Marta refuses to grant it and 
reveals her pregnancy by Alvignani.  She explains her intention to kill herself and asks Rocco 
to take care of her mother and sister.  Rocco explodes in a rage and leaves the room.  In the 
meantime, the Juès return.  Fana’s death rattle has grown stronger, and Marta calls Rocco 
back in.  Fana dies, and Rocco weeps convulsively.  Fifo takes him into the adjoining room, 
while Marta and Maria Rosa clean up, drawing the sheet over the body, and lighting the 
funeral tapers.  The Juès leave, and as she contemplates the dead woman, Marta decides that 
she should leave and end her life as well.  As she moves toward the door, Rocco enters.  He 
begs her not to leave him alone and asks her to forget the past.  He offers his forgiveness and 
implores her to stay and keep vigil over his mother’s body with him.   
The Central Idea 
 
Pirandello’s aims in the L’Esclusa are clear and are much less focused on Marta 
herself than they are on the situation she inhabits: in this novel, Pirandello lays bare the 
cruelty of humankind and focuses particularly on the many contradictions inherent in human 
society with its constructed and elaborate codes of conduct that so often punish individuals 
wrongly, as they do in Marta’s case.  The main social construct under scrutiny here is the 
Sicilian code of honor, which is the product of the location in which the story is set, what 
Anne Paolucci refers to as “the closed society of southern Italy, where rigorous self-
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protective conventions, shaped by dire poverty and isolation, cannot be subverted without 
risking one’s life and loved ones” (Paolucci, “Sicilian Themes,” 41).  Paolucci continues, 
“Women suffer the most,” which a particularly poignant comment with regard to L’Esclusa 
(41).  This code dictates that even though innocent, Marta is driven from her home, which 
sparks a series of events that involve physical and material destruction (the loss of the Ajala 
family fortune, the death of Francesco Ajala and arguably of Marta’s child, and nearly costs 
Marta’s own life), spiritual and psychological destruction (the destruction of Marta’s faith, 
the madness of Matteo Falcone), and social destruction (the loss of the Ajala family’s 
position).  All of these lead, ironically but not surprisingly, to Marta having no choice except 
to turn to the very man with whom she had initially been accused of breaking her marriage 
vows and then doing just that.  In L’Esclusa, Pirandello paints a picture of the human 
condition in which individuals are always antagonized by the social codes they have 
established for themselves and, in doing so, calls into question the very idea of a positivistic 
belief in any sort of objective or universally verifiable truth. 
The Characters 
 
The novel is a wealth of very real characters who play both major and minor roles in 
the work.  The richness and dimension of even the minor characters illustrate Pirandello’s 
commitment to depicting the nuances of human motivation, particularly with regard to the 
emotions and the forces that push people forward in the face of a life that is repeatedly and, 
often through no fault of their own, seemingly committed to their destruction.  
The main characters of L’Esclusa are as follows: 
 
Marta Ajala, the eponymous “outcast woman.”  She is strong, self-reliant and convinced that 
she can better her situation through her own hard work and natural talent. 
 
Rocco Pentàgora, Marta’s estranged husband.  He is portrayed for most of the novel as 




Antonio Pentàgora, Rocco’s father.  Old Pentàgora is an ill-mannered, brutish man, 
convinced that all the men in his family line are destined to be cuckolded by their wives. 
 
Gregorio Alvignani, a lawyer and intellectual who, at the beginning of the novel, is soon to 
be elected to the House of Deputies.  At the opening of the novel, he has been writing Marta 
letters in secret, attempting to woo her away from her husband.  By the end of the novel, he 
has become Marta’s lover and father of her unborn child. 
 
Francesco Ajala, Marta’s father, who runs the local tannery.  He supports Rocco’s decision to 
kick Marta out, confirming her guilt in the eyes of the townspeople.  Upon discovering 
Marta’s apparent sin, he retires from public life, never to set foot outside of his bedroom, or 
to speak to his wife or Marta, again. 
 
Agata Ajala, Marta’s long-suffering mother.  After Marta is kicked out of her home, Agata’s 
friends abandon her, and after Francesco dies and the tannery closes, she and her family are 
destitute.  She does what she can to support her daughter and is almost unfailingly optimistic.  
 
Maria Ajala, Marta’s dutiful younger sister.  Like her mother, Maria is an “accompanying” 
figure, and like her mother and Marta, as part of a “shamed” family, she no longer has any 
prospects.   
 
Anna Veronica, a childhood friend of Agata who has been through a situation similar to that 
of Marta, in that she has been “seduced and abandoned” twice, once resulting in pregnancy.  
She is the only person who helps support the Ajala family after Francesco’s death, and once 
they move to Palermo, she routinely sends long letters to the family with news of home.  Like 
Agata, she is exceedingly optimistic, in large part due to her religious faith. 
 
Matteo Falcone, the art and design teacher.  Falcone is a disagreeable man who also falls 
passionately in love with Marta.  He is deformed, with two club feet and lives in squalid 
circumstances with his senile mother and aunt. 
 
Minor characters include the following: 
 
Niccolino Pentàgora, Rocco’s younger brother, who is routinely outraged by his father’s 
behavior and attitudes. 
 
Sidora Pentàgora, the sister of Antonio Pentàgora and aunt of Rocco and Niccolino.  She is 
generally considered by the townspeople to be “mad” and is referred to as a “witch.”   
 
Epponìna, called Popònica, a servant in the Pentàgora household.  She is described as 
gentlewoman from the north of Italy who has fallen on hard times.  She goes to great pains to 
look young. 
 
H. W. Madden, known to all as “Bill,” or “The Englishman.”  Madden is another of 
Pentàgora’s lodgers, and a teacher of languages and fencing, although he appears to excel at 
neither.  He accompanies Rocco to Palermo in Part II of the novel. 
 
Luca Blandino, one of the Pentàgora’s lodgers.  Blandino is an instructor of philosophy at the 
local high school and is described as “a peculiar man, known across the region for his 
incredible absent-mindedness.”  He serves as Rocco’s second in his duel with Alvignani, is 
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present when Agata goes to speak with School Inspector Claudio Torchiara about Marta’s 
teaching position, and is sent to Palermo at Rocco’s request in Part II of the novel to try to 
broker a reconciliation between Rocco and Marta. 
 
Paolo Sistri, Marta’s cousin.  Paolo is charged with running the tannery after Francesco 
retires and eventually causes its failure.  He at one time entertained hopes of marrying Marta. 
 
Don Ziro Protògene, the bailiff who comes with his young assistants to take inventory of the 
Ajala’s belongings. 
 
The two young lawyers who accompany Don Ziro.  One, described as “blonde and stocky,” 
works for Gregorio Alvignani, and we are told that both of the young men came on this visit 
so that they could see Marta in the flesh, elbowing each other furtively when she appears at 
the door. 
 
Signora Sabetti, the old caretaker of the school that Marta attended as a girl, who remembers 
Marta fondly and treats her kindly. 
 
Eufemia Sabetti, the daughter of Signora Sabetti, who went to school with Marta.  As the 
daughter of a janitor, she was of a lower social class and was routinely made to feel her social 
inferiority.  She is happy to see Marta at the exam. 
 
Mita Lumìa, an old school friend of Marta’s.  With the exception of Eufemia Sabetti, Mita is 
the only one of Marta’s former classmates who approaches Marta at the exam. 
 
Claudio Torchiara, the School Inspector.  Torchiara is responsible for the appointment of 
teachers.  After Marta’s excellent exam result, Torchiara gives her a teaching post, but after 
public outcry, he takes it away from her before she has begun.  He later successfully petitions 
Alvignani to transfer Marta to Palermo. 
 
The director of the school to which Marta is initially appointed.  He is not from the village 
and, perhaps as a result, initially refuses to accept Marta’s having been put on extended leave, 
defending her on the grounds that she is a good teacher. 
 
Councilman Breganza, an overweight, wealthy, powerful member of the city council.  His 
older daughter is given Marta’s rightful teaching position, and his younger daughter proves to 
be such a problematic student that she causes Marta to lose her patience and then her job. 
 
The director of the Collegio Nuovo in Palermo.  She is a woman of a certain age and is 
described as “a true signora of manners and cultivation, a woman worthy of presiding over 
that fine educational institution.” 
 
Maria Rosa Juè, along with her husband, the neighbor of the Ajala family once they move to 
Palermo.  She and her husband are also landlords of the building in which Rocco’s mother, 
Fana, lives. 
 
Fifo Juè, husband of Maria Rosa.  Fifo is a physically awkward, taciturn man. 
 
Fana Pentàgora, the estranged wife of Antonio Pentàgora.  Fana was kicked out of her 
husband’s house many years previous under circumstances that are only alluded to (Antonio 
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obliquely refers to Rocco’s mother having committed adultery).  She lives in a small flat in 
Palermo owned by the Juè family, “eking out a meager existence of poverty and squalor.”   
 
Professor Pompeo Emanuele Mormoni, the egotistical History teacher at the Collegio Nuovo.  
He vies with the other two male professors for Marta’s affections. 
 
Attilio Nusco, the sheepish literature teacher at the Collegio Nuovo, who writes and publishes 
a poem for Marta entitled “A Lei” [“For You”]. 
 
The mother and the aunt of Matteo Falcone, who live together.  Both are described as senile 
and decrepit, and they allow themselves to be dressed up by their neighbors as if they were 
young women.  Each believes that she is waiting for a suitor, who will only arrive and marry 
her once the other has died. 
 
Tina Miracoli, potential fiancée of Niccolino.  She is mentioned in a letter from Anna 
Veronica, and along with her mother is the source of the information that Rocco is coming to 
Palermo to investigate and disrupt Marta’s new life. 
 
Signora Miracoli, mother of Tina.  She is a former close friend of Agata, but is now cozying 
up to the Pentàgora family. 
 
An Editorial History 
 
There were three editions of L’Esclusa published during Pirandello’s lifetime.  The 
first edition of the novel was published serially in La Tribuna, of Rome, from 29 June to 16 
August of 1901.  This serialization was followed by the first edition of the novel as a stand-
alone text in a single volume, published by Fratelli Treves, of Milan, in 1908.  The final and 
definitive version (“nuova ristampa riveduta e corretta”) was published by Bemporad in 
1927.  The great majority of changes made between editions are minor and involve 
renovating the syntax, although there are some scenes cut between each of the editions, and a 
few are expanded.   A comprehensive account of all of the changes that Pirandello made to 
his work would be time-consuming and painstaking task that has been done elsewhere.5  
However, it does serve here to note the specifics of some of the more significant changes that 
                                                 
5 In the 1973 Tutti I romanzi published by Mondadori, Giovanni Macchia does a very complete job in his “Note 
ai testi e varianti” section (pp. 882-979), as does Nino Borsellino in a chapter in his 1983 book Ritratto di 
Pirandello entitled “Stratigrafia dell’‘Esclusa’” (pp. 151-172).  In the stand-alone Mondadori edition of the 
novel, Marziano Guglielminetti also points readers interested in the variations between texts to M. Cassinasco’s 
1976 essay “Osservazioni sulle stesure de L’Esclusa pirandelliana.”  
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the author made in between the respective editions and to discuss the effects, or intended 
effects, of the cuts.   
In between the 1901 and 1908 editions, Pirandello cuts what was originally Part I, 
Chapter 6, which included Alvignani contemplating Rocco’s challenge, delivered by Madden 
and Blandino, and we see the result of the duel, which involves Rocco ending up with a scar 
on his left cheek.  This original Chapter 6 also expands Rocco’s close friendship with 
Madden, better explaining, perhaps, why it is Madden who accompanies him to Palermo to 
keep tabs on Marta in Part II, Chapter 3.  In addition, this excised chapter tells the story of 
Rocco’s experience with Irma, the prostitute whom Rocco moves into his and Marta’s former 
home, much to the shock and embarrassment of the townspeople.  In the Bemporad edition, 
all of this information, with the exception of the expansion of Rocco and Madden’s 
relationship, is moved to the end of Chapter 4 and is told to the reader via Paolo Sistri, who, 
we are told, routinely brings news of the outside world to the Ajala house.  This edited 
version is far more succinct: 
Da questo Paolo Sistri, figliuolo d'una sorella defunta della signora Agata, 
ebbero le tre donne notizia delle prodezze di Rocco Pentàgora, ch'era partito 
veramente, il giorno dopo lo scandalo, in cerca dell'Alvignani, col professor Blandino 
e col Madden. A Palermo, Gregorio Alvignani non aveva voluto dapprima accettare la 
sfida; era anzi riuscito a persuadere il Blandino d'indurre il Pentàgora a ritirarla; ma 
allora questi lo aveva pubblicamente investito per costringerlo a battersi con lui. E 
s'era fatto il duello e Rocco aveva riportato una lunga ferita alla guancia sinistra. Ora, 
da tre giorni, era ritornato in paese in compagnia d'una donnaccia venduta; se l'era 
portata nella casa maritale, l'aveva costretta a indossare le vesti di Marta e, sollevando 
l'indignazione di tutto il paese, si offriva spettacolo alla gente, conducendosela a 
passeggio, in carrozza, così parata. (30) 
 
[It was from this same Paolo Sistri – the son of one of Signora Agata’s sisters, 
now deceased – that the three women had received word of Rocco Pentàgora’s recent 
escapades. It seemed that he had gone out with Professor Blandino and Madden the 
day after the scandal broke, looking for Alvignani.   When they found him in 
Palermo, Gregorio Alvignani had not initially wanted to accept the challenge; he had, 
in fact, managed to persuade Blandino to lobby Pentàgora to take it back.  But then 
the young man attacked him publically in an attempt to force him into a fight.  The 
duel had taken place, and had gone poorly for Rocco, who had received a long gash 
down his left cheek.  Three days later, he had returned home in the company of a 
prostitute, whom he had brought into his house and forced to wear Marta’s clothes, 
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and, much to the outrage of the whole town, proceeded to make a spectacle of himself 
taking her on walks and for drives in his carriage dressed that way.] 
 
Pirandello also cuts Part I, Chapter 7 in its entirety.  This chapter comprises a philosophical 
conversation between Blandino and Alvignani that revolves around the nature of 
consciousness and the spirit, and on how we make ethical decisions, a topic very much on 
Pirandello’s mind at the time of the writing of L’Esclusa in 1893, and which he revisits in 
Part II, Chapter 7 of the 1928 edition of the novel, in which Alvignani is formally introduced 
to the reader.  The deleted chapter begins with Blandino seeking out Alvignani in order to ask 
him how he, a man whose mental faculties Blandino very much admires, could feel he had 
the right to “alzar gli occhi su una donna che non (gli) poteva appartenere, e lo sapev(a)?” 
[“yearn for a woman who could never be (his), and (he) knew it?”] (188).  Here, through the 
character of Alvignani, Pirandello lays bare his own distrust of and distaste for Western 
philosophy’s insistence on attempting objectivity, and has the character put forward the idea 
that the “diritto del cuore” [the “right of the heart”] trumps Blandino’s adherence to 
rationalism.  The passage reads more like a Socratic dialogue than a scene from a novel, but 
certainly extends the reader’s understanding of both Blandino and Alvignani’s characters, 
and effectively lays the foundations for both Alvignani’s actions over the course of Part II 
and Blandino’s actions in Part II, Chapter 11.  It also establishes the friendship of these two 
characters (the conversation ends with Blandino smiling and asking Alvignani to light his 
cigar), which is one based on mutual admiration of the other’s intellect and is the only real 
example of that kind of relationship in the novel.  Finally, there is one change made for the 
1908 publication that stands out as perhaps the most important change to the wording of any 
passage in the novel.  In that first single-volume printing, the last lines of the novel become “- 
Guarda... guarda mia madre... Perdono, perdono... Rimani qui. Vegliamola insieme...” [“– 
Look at her, Marta….  Look at my mother….  I forgive you….  I forgive you….  Stay here.  
Let’s keep the vigil together….”], a change that is maintained in the Bemporad edition.  In 
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the original version, however, the line was “– Rimani, rimani qui, Marta…  Guarda mia 
madre… Guardala!  Rimani, rimani…  Non posso restar solo qui…  Vegliamola insieme…” 
[“– Stay, stay here, Marta….  Look at my mother….  Look at her!  Stay, stay….  I cannot 
stay here alone….  Let’s keep the vigil together…. ”].  This perhaps indicates that Pirandello 
did not feel the original edition adequately depicted Rocco’s change of heart, or that it was 
strong, or perhaps clear, enough in its depiction of Rocco’s and Marta’s ultimate reuniting.  
In fact, some readers may feel that the 1927 ending is still rather “weak” on this score, only 
implying that the estranged couple gets back together.  Many critics, among them Marziano 
Guglielminetti and Douglas Radcliff-Umstead, go so far as to state that the ending of the 
novel involves the two getting back together and Rocco raising the child as if it were his own.  
Again, this ending can be read into the final lines, but it is not acknowledged by Pirandello. 
 For the 1927 edition, Pirandello makes significant cuts to both Sidora and Alvignani’s 
characters, not so much in terms of any actions they perform, but in the case of Sidora, the 
description of her character, which in both of the previous editions opens the novel, and in 
the case of Alvignani, the philosophical musings and internal monologues that lengthen the 
second part of the novel.  Sidora’s long opening passage, which appears in the 1908 edition 
of the novel in greatly expanded form, compared to the similar but shorter opening of the 
1901 edition, details Sidora’s connection to the occult and portrays her at once as a mad old 
woman, muttering incantations to herself (“borbottava tra sé più del solito” [“muttering to 
herself more than usual”] and describing her as “[una] povera mentecatta” [“a poor half-
wit”]) and as a kind of sorceress (“a quando a quando faceva anche stupire o divinando cose 
lontane o dimostrando innegabilmente di vedere oltre la vista naturale” [“now and then 
everyone would be struck dumb, either by her divining some distant thing, or by 
demonstrating irrefutably that she could see beyond our reality”]) (178).  The other 
substantial cut that Pirandello makes between the second and third editions is to Part II, 
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Chapter 7, in which the reader follows Alvignani’s thoughts as he muses on his past, on his 
being consumed by his work, on his lingering desire for Marta, but also on the conflicted 
nature of that desire.   
 There is any number of possible reasons that Pirandello might have made these 
changes, but the most obvious is that getting rid of these longer scenes accelerates the pacing 
of the novel dramatically.  The 1927 edition of L’Esclusa is, on the whole, a much leaner, 
better-paced novel than either of the previous editions, and this is, in part, due to the fact that 
for that final edition he tightened the structure of the novel considerably.  The most obvious 
of the examples is the original Part I, Chapter 6, which Pirandello elegantly replaces in the 
second edition of the novel with approximately one hundred fifty words of prose.  In terms of 
the original opening scene with Sidora, it clearly allows Pirandello to showcase his 
descriptive powers.  There is a particularly effective passage, for example, in which Sidora 
ruminates on the mismatched chairs of her house, which speak to each other, and to her, in 
creaks, after the sun has gone down.  In addition to allowing Pirandello to flex his descriptive 
muscles, it can also be argued that the scene is a clear demonstration of his ability to create 
character, which is a significant aspect of his writing that will be discussed in the next two 
chapters.  The passage does not, however, drive the plot forward in any meaningful way.  
Sidora only appears in this opening chapter and is barely mentioned again in the novel, as 
when Agata, who is pleading with Antonio to exonerate their daughter, refers to Sidora as 
Rocco’s “strega della zia” [“witch of an aunt”] in Part I, Chapter 3 (22).  Likewise, the longer 
version of Alvignani’s philosophical ruminations provided in the original Part I, Chapter 7 
and Part II, Chapter 7 allows Pirandello to acquaint us better with the character and to see 
more of his inner workings.  Like the Sidora opening, however, these passages do not move 
the content of the story forward.  The reality of the situation is that while we meet Alvignani 
very late in the novel in its final iteration, even without these descriptive passages, we get a 
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very clear sense of the character’s philosophical positions and inner conflict, arguably more 
than we do of any other character in the novel, except Marta herself.  In other words, in the 
case of Alvignani, we do not learn anything in these scenes that we do not learn elsewhere, 
and although the long passages do perhaps give us a sense of the character’s self-
involvement, they are unnecessary to the plot and, in places, feel like opportunities for 
Pirandello to shoehorn in his own philosophical positions.  In this sense, there is a feeling on 
the part of the reader of all three editions that the novel is very much finding its feet 
stylistically, and improving as Pirandello continues to make changes. 
Another important fact to consider when looking at the changes Pirandello makes is 
the author’s theory of humor, which will be discussed in far more detail in Chapter 2.  
Pirandello complains in his letter to Capuana that in the serialized version of the text, the 
reader’s understanding of the humoristic foundation of the novel was marred by the nature of 
reading it in pieces; he notes specifically that the problem with reading the work in serial 
form is that the reader’s experience is “forzatamente saltuaria” [“forcibly intermittent”] 
(176).  Many critics, including Gugliemettini, however, argue that in spite of this claim, 
L’Esclusa was by no means fundamentally linked to this theory. A simple look at the dates – 
L’Esclusa was completed in 1893 and published in 1901, but Pirandello’s L’Umorismo is 
conceptualized later, and not published until 1908 – indicates that Pirandello quite probably 
had a vested interest in linking the earlier work to the most recent iteration of his 
philosophical and artistic principles.  Taking this into account, it makes perfect sense that he 
would wish to emphasize the most “humoristic” parts of novel in that 1908 edition.  Although 
he does cut out the philosophical dialogue in which he puts forward his views on the 
impossibility of objectivity, especially in terms of ethical decisions, in that edition, he also 
extends the very “humoristic” Sidora opening and finds plenty of time to put forward his 
philosophical concepts, in Part II again, almost always through Alvignani and Blandino.  
 
 28 
That these parts were eventually whittled down or cut out altogether speaks to the growing 
artistic maturity of the author, who, by the time he was working on what would become the 
definitive edition of the novel, was quite simply a much better writer in terms of balancing 
issues of pacing and structure with the philosophical content of his novel. 
Source Material 
 
There is no dearth of Italian novels, short stories, and plays that use adultery as a 
central theme, any of which might have inspired the plot of L’Esclusa.6  Given the context in 
which it was written, however, there is little doubt of Capuana’s influence here.  In addition 
to the more general similarity to Giacinta mentioned above, L’Esclusa bears many 
similarities to the short story “Ribrezzo” [“Disgust”], which also centers on a woman falsely 
accused of adultery who eventually commits the act after having been rejected by her father 
and the rest of the town.7  In Ritratto di Pirandello, Nino Borsellino also points out the clear 
connections between Marta Ajala and Nora Helmer, the protagonist of Ibsen’s A Doll’s 
House, and goes on to indicate that the plot of L’Esclusa is taken directly from an episode 
involving the poet Mario Rapisardi, who entered his home one day to discover his wife, the 
school teacher Giselda Fojanesi, reading a letter from Giovanni Verga himself.   
Additionally, the events of Pirandello’s own life extensively influenced his fiction, 
and L’Esclusa is a good example of that influence.  In Guidice’s biography of the author, he 
notes directly that “la narrativa pirandelliana è autobiografica a tutti i livelli” [“Pirandello’s 
prose fiction is autobiographical at all levels,” 180], and in his “Bibliographical Note” goes 
on to say that, 
                                                 
6 For more on this topic, see the proceeds of the 2008 Associazione Sigismondo Malatesto “Adulterio nel 
romanzo” [“Adultery in the Novel”] conference, which are collected in the 2015 volume entitled L’Adulterio nel 
romanzo, edited by Enrica Villari.  For a more general treatment, see Tony Tanner’s 1979 book Adultery in the 
Novel: Contract and Transgression. 
7 See Felicity Firth (in the essay “Freedom and Fragmentation: the Excluded Woman”), Sarah D’Alberti (in 
Pirandello Romanziere), and Douglas Radcliff-Umstead (in The Mirror of Our Anguish), among others who 
have made this connection. 
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…mia fonte principale sono stati gli scritti di Pirandello, la sua opera.  Da 
un’intuizione fondamentale nata nella lettura dell’opera, intendendo questa come 
continua autobiografia, sono risalito a ogni altra prova e documentazione.  Il 
rispondersi coerente delle ipotesi formulate con ogni diverso genere di riprova 
oggettiva (testimonianza e documenti) mi ha consentito di progettare ed eseguire con 
animo del tutto sereno il mio lavoro biografico. (553) 
 
[… my main source was the oeuvre of Pirandello, the writings themselves.  From a 
fundamental insight that arose in the literature about the work – that is, that it serves 
as a sort of continuous autobiography – I continued to rigorously utilize every kind of 
test and documentation I could find.  The coherent correspondence of that hypothesis 
with every different type of objective confirmation (both testimony and 
documentation) allowed me to design and execute my biographical work (using 
Pirandello’s fictional texts as source material) with a clean conscience.]  
 
Giudice’s text provides many examples of this phenomenon, and although he does not 
mention the biographical components of L’Esclusa in particular, three main manners in 
which Pirandello blurs the line between his biography and the text can be clearly identified.  
The first category involves inserting his own direct experiences into the text.  Two examples 
crop up early in Giudice’s biography, when the author writes of “due episodi che, 
radicalmente, senza possibilità di equivoci, ci dimostrano, in Pirandello bambino, una 
precocità eccezionale del temperamento morale (o del super-io, se si vuole), una fiducia 
senza compromessi, e una sensibilità del candore che con tutta facilità si feriva e 
traumatizzava” [“two episodes that radically and undeniably demonstrate young Pirandello’s 
exceptionally precocious moral temperament (or his super-ego, if that is the preferred term), 
his uncompromising trust, and a sensitivity that rendered him all to easily traumatized and 
wounded him.”] (Giudice 22).   The first obvious reference is to a ghost story that frightened 
him as a child.  Giudice tells us that, 
Una donna serviva in casa Pirandello in quegli anni, che si chiamava Maria Stella.  
[….]  Certo una volta che, di notte, si era udito l’urlo di un morto ammazzato sotto la 
casa dei Pirandello, e (la mamma), come era uso d’omertà, aveva chiuso le finestre, 
Maria Stella aveva cominciato a parlare a Luigino dell’anima dannata di quel defunto, 
e poi nei giorni successivi gli diceva di averlo visto, quello spirito, aggirarsi di notte 
per quella strada, e altri l’avevano visto con lei. (22-23) 
 
[There was a maidservant who worked in the Pirandello household at that time called 
Maria Stella.  (….)  One night, they had heard the scream of a man killed in front of 
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their house, and as was the custom, Pirandello’s mother had closed all the windows in 
accordance with the conspiracy of silence.  Maria Stella started to tell the boy about 
the dead man’s damned soul and, a few days later, she said that she and others had 
seen his ghost stalking the street.] 
 
This episode is written into the novel wholesale.  At the end of Chapter 1, Rocco Pentàgora 
sits in his boyhood room, in his father’s house, pondering his situation.  He opens the 
window, and we discover that, 
Pensò che lì, in quella straducola angusta, quand'egli era bambino, proprio sotto a 
quel fanale dal fioco lume vacillante, una notte, era stato ucciso un uomo a 
tradimento; che poi una serva gli aveva detto che lo spirito di quell'ucciso era stato 
veduto da tanti; e lui ne aveva avuto una gran paura e per parecchio tempo non aveva 
più potuto affacciarsi di sera a guardare in quella via…. (8) 
 
[He remembered that there, in that cramped little street, when he was a little boy, just 
down there by that feeble, flickering light, one night a man was killed in cold blood; 
that later a servant girl had told him that the dead man’s spirit still walked the alley, 
that many people had seen it; and he thought of how afraid he had been, and how for a 
long time he couldn’t bring himself even to look out the window, down that street….] 
 
The second event involves the church.  The Pirandello family was not religious, but Maria 
Stella was, and she was encouraged by the local priest, Father Sparma, to bring young Luigi 
into the fold.  The particular event is recounted directly in Pirandello’s short story “La 
Madonnina” [“The Wax Madonna”].  In it, the local priest, Father Fiorice, is so pleased to see 
a member of the Greli family that he invites young Guiduccio into the sacristy, pampering 
him.  The church holds a lottery each month, and the winner gets a little wax figurine of the 
Madonna, under a glass dome.  Each ticket costs one soldo, and the priest is impressed that 
even though Guiduccio’s mother sends him to church with ten times that amount, he only 
buys one ticket every Sunday, in order not to have an advantage over the others.  In this 
particular instance, the priest decides to read the name of Guiduccio no matter what name he 
draws.  He does so, and the congregation erupts into congratulations, but Guiduccio, who has 
not bought a ticket that Sunday, begins to tremble and runs from the church.  Once home, he 
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collapses into his mother’s arms, sobbing, just as we hear the procession bringing Madonna 
to his house, parading her through the streets.8 
Although this episode does not make it into L’Esclusa directly, at the end of Part I, 
Chapter 7 of the novel, we discover that Anna Veronica, who is very religious, has played a 
similar lottery and has “won” for Marta, who is recovering from the birth of her stillborn 
child, a visit from “le Figlie di Maria [“the Daughters of Mary”] with their little wax 
Madonna.  We hear the procession through the streets to the Ajala house, but in this version 
of the story, the group prays around Marta’s sickbed, and the outcome seems to be positive.  
Rather than inspiring distrust and embarrassment, Marta comments on the beauty of the wax 
figurine, and the chapter ends with the reader being told that Marta recovers within the month 
(44-45).  This episode leads, however, into Chapter 8, which amounts to an extended 
reflection on Marta’s part on the inability of the church to rectify her situation and the 
ridiculousness of her being pressed to confess when she has done nothing wrong.  At the end 
of that chapter, Marta stands and walks out of the church and never returns.  The parallel to 
young Luigi’s crisis of faith is clear. 
 The second category of overlap between the biography and the novel involves the 
insertion of characters from Pirandello’s life into the text.  One of the more straightforward 
examples of this is the comic character H. W. Madden, who appears very early in the novel to 
give Rocco an impromptu fencing lesson in preparation for his duel with Alvignani, and, in 
Part II, Chapter 3, accompanies Rocco on his trip to Palermo to keep tabs on Marta.  In the 
second chapter of Giudice’s biography, which covers Pirandello’s university years, we are 
told that not long after his arrival in Bonn, Pirandello “si era trasferito, seguendo uno studente 
irlandese, che si chiamava William Henry Madden, in casa di un certo signor Mohl” [“had 
moved, with an Irish student named William Henry Madden, into the house of one Signor 
                                                 
8 This episode is recounted by Giudice on pages 23-29, and by Nardelli on pages 46-51, in a chapter entitled, “Io 
sono il tuo Signore Iddio” [“I Am the Lord Your God”].  
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Mohl”] and that Pirandello met “l’irlandese poliglotta” [“the Irish polyglot”] in the boarding 
house in which he spent his first days in Germany (Giudice 115-116).  There can be little 
question that “the Englishman” of the novel represents an insertion of his friend. 
 A more complex and nuanced example of the same practice involves the insertion of 
his own father, Stefano Pirandello, into the work.  Stefano was by all accounts a serious and 
difficult man, and the biographies provide a great deal of insight into his manner and 
proclivities.  Giudice notes that, “(Luigi) Pirandello, bambino ingenuo, candidamente 
desideroso d’amore, si ebbe addosso l’ombra di questo grande padre noncurante e 
prepotente” [“Pirandello, a naïve child who openly sought affection, grew up in the shadow 
of this enormous, indifferent, overbearing man”] (19).  The parallels to the dismissive, 
arrogant Francesco Ajala are clear here.  In a short autobiographical text, Pirandello writes of 
his desire as a child to attend a high school where he could nurture his love of reading and 
writing, but his father, who ran a large sulfur mine, had decided that young Luigi was to 
study commerce and join the family business, and so insisted that he attend a technical 
college instead.  With the help of his mother and an uncle who was a professor, Luigi secretly 
took Latin lessons with the money that Stefano thought he was paying to a mathematics tutor.  
Luigi ended up attending the high school of his choice without his father discovering until 
two months of classes had passed.9  According to Pirandello’s son, writing as “Stefano 
Landi” in an article entitled “La vita ardente di Luigi Pirandello,” “il bambino che aveva 
saputo opporgli la sua piccola volontà, scontò con la mamma, che gli era stata complice, 
questa sua fermezza: per alcuni mesi non ebbe più né uno sguardo né una parola da parte del 
padre” [“the child who had been able to oppose him with his little will, was treated, with his 
mother, who had been his accomplice, to the following: for several months he (Stefano 
Pirandello) neither looked at or spoke to either of them”] (Giudice 45).  This is, of course, 
                                                 
9 “Frammento d’autobiografia” [“Fragment of an Autobiography”], in which Pirandello tells this story, was 
written at Monte Cavo in August of 1893, at the same time as he was working on L’Esclusa, and is reproduced 
on pages 55-57 of Saggi e interventi.  This story is also recounted on pages 42-45 of Giudice’s biography. 
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only a slightly less extreme version of Francesco Ajala’s response to Marta having been 
kicked out of her husband’s home early in L’Esclusa, complete with the inclusion of his wife 
in the punishment, although Francesco continues to communicate, in a limited capacity, with 
Maria.  Additionally, Giudice confirms that the description of the relationship between 
Francesco and Agata Ajala in L’Esclusa is, in fact, an account of the real relationship 
between Stefano and Caterina Pirandello.  Although this is a longer passage, it is worth 
reproducing here in its entirely. 
Era alto più di lei, e il corpo gigantesco si disegnava in ombra nel vano 
luminoso del balcone.  [….] 
La signora Ajala già da un pezzo aveva imparato a misurare ogni dispiacere, ogni 
dolore, non per se stesso, che le sarebbe parso poco o niente, ma in considerazione 
delle furie che avrebbe suscitato nel marito. Se talvolta, buon Dio, per il guasto o la 
rottura di qualche oggetto anche di poco valore, ma di cui difficilmente si sarebbe 
potuto trovare il compagno in paese, tutta la casa piombava nel lutto, nella 
costernazione più grave... E i vicini, gli estranei, risapendolo, ne ridevano; e avevano 
ragione. Per una boccettina? per un quadrettino? per un ninnolo qualunque? Ma 
bisognava vedere che cosa importasse per lui, per il marito, quel guasto o quella 
rottura. Una mancanza di riguardo, non all'oggetto che valeva poco o nulla, ma a lui, a 
lui che l'aveva comperato. Avaro? Nemmen per sogno! Era capace, per quel ninnolo 
di pochi bajocchi, di mandare in frantumi mezza casa. 
In tanti anni di matrimonio, ella era riuscita con le dolci maniere ad ammansarlo 
un po', perdonandogli anche, spesso, torti non lievi, senza mai venir meno tuttavia alla 
propria dignità e pur senza fargli pesare il perdono. Ma un nonnulla bastava di tanto 
in tanto a farlo scattare selvaggiamente. Forse, subito dopo, se ne pentiva; non voleva, 
però, o non sapeva confessarlo: gli sarebbe parso d'avvilirsi o di darla vinta: 
desiderava che gli altri lo indovinassero; ma poiché nessuno, nello sbigottimento, 
ardiva nemmeno di fiatare, egli si chiudeva, s'ostinava in una collera nera e muta per 
intere settimane. Certo, con segreto dispetto, avvertiva il troppo studio nei suoi di non 
far mai cosa che gli désse pretesto di lamentarsi minimamente; e sospettava che molte 
cose gli fossero nascoste; se qualcuna poi veramente ne scopriva anche dopo molto 
tempo, lasciava prorompere furibondo il dispetto accumulato, senza riflettere che 
ormai quelle escandescenze erano fuor di luogo, e che infine s'era fatto per non dargli 
dispiacere.  (18) 
 
[He was even taller than she was, and the light of the balcony door outlined 
his huge frame.  (….) 
Signora Ajala had learned long ago to measure every disappointment, every 
little cause for grief, not with respect to herself, to whom it would have meant little or 
nothing, but instead in light of the anger it would rouse in her husband.  On occasion, 
good God, the breaking of some household object, say – even if it were of little value, 
but difficult to replace – would plunge the whole household into terror and 
confusion….  The neighbors, people outside of the house, laughed about it when they 
found out, and they were right to.  Really?  All that rage over a bottle?  Over a little 
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picture frame?  Some little knick-knack?  But they didn’t understand what it meant to 
him, to him as a husband.  It meant a lack of respect not for the object, which was 
worth little or nothing, but for him, for him because he had bought it.  Was he just 
stingy?  Certainly not!  For the sake of one little trinket that had cost only a few cents, 
he could tear the house to pieces. 
Over their many years of marriage, she had managed with her sweet 
disposition to tame him to some extent, and also to forgive him again and again for 
the serious wrongs he committed, and all the while without losing her own dignity 
and without allowing him to feel weighed down by her many reprieves.  But still, 
from time to time, some trivial little thing was enough to set him on a wild rampage.  
It’s possible that after such fits he felt sorry; he would never want to – or even know 
how to – apologize.  That would have been a humiliation, an admission that he had 
indeed been wrong.  Instead, he wanted the others to have to guess his apology, to 
understand that he was sorry without his ever saying those words.  At that point, 
however, everyone was still reeling in the wake of one of his outbursts, and no one 
dared so much as to breathe, much less to say anything.  And so he would close 
himself into a silent, black rage for weeks on end.  To be certain, he noticed, and with 
a secret spite, the efforts of his family members to never do anything that might give 
him the slightest pretext to complain, and he suspected that many things were hidden 
from him.  If one of these secrets did come to light, even after a very long time, he let 
loose in a rage his accumulated scorn, without reflecting on the fact that his rage was 
out of place by then, and that, in the end, the only reason anything had been concealed 
was so as not to displease him.] 
 
In addition to drawing upon the character traits of his father, his creation of Francesco Ajala 
draws upon events that occurred to Stefano Pirandello.  The most prominent of these involves 
Marta’s descriptions of her father’s heroism during the 1860 Battle of Palermo, and his 
meeting Garibaldi.  Pirandello writes, 
Marta aveva trovato questa casa, guidata da un lontano ricordo. Il padre, nel 
condurla a Palermo tanti anni addietro, aveva voluto mostrarle il luogo ove da 
giovane aveva combattuto, il giorno stesso dell'entrata di Garibaldi. 
Lì, all'imboccatura di quella via, egli, in compagnia d'altri due volontarii, 
sparava contro una nuvola di fumo che partiva da lontane case di fronte, ove s'erano 
appiattate le soldatesche borboniche. Uno dopo l'altro, i due compagni eran caduti: 
egli seguitava a far fuoco, quasi aspettando che un'altra palla venisse per lui. A un 
tratto, s'era sentito battere leggermente a una spalla, e dir così: 
- Giovanotto, levatevi di qua: siete troppo esposto. 
Si era voltato, e aveva veduto Lui, Garibaldi, tutto impolverato, calmo, con le 
ciglia aggrottate, il quale, scostandolo, si era esposto, senza nemmeno pensarci, al 
posto che aveva stimato pericoloso per un semplice volontario.  (89-90) 
 
[It was Marta who had found the house, guided by a distant memory.  Her 
father, who had brought her to Palermo on a trip many years previous, had wanted to 
show her the place where, as a young soldier, he had fought on the very day that 
Garibaldi had entered Palermo. 
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There, at the entrance of that street, he had stood with two other volunteers 
shooting into a cloud of smoke issuing from the front windows of some far-off houses 
where the Bourbon soldiers had taken cover.  One after the other, his two companions 
had fallen, while he continued to fire round after round, almost as if waiting for the 
bullet with his name on it.  Suddenly, he felt a light hand on his shoulder, and a voice 
saying: 
  – You must move to higher ground, young man; you’re too exposed here. 
 He had turned, and had seen him.  Garibaldi.  He was covered in dust, calm, 
but with furrowed brow, and as he moved away was himself exposed without a 
second thought in the very place that he had judged too dangerous for a mere 
volunteer.] 
 
This story is, in fact, the story of Stefano Pirandello’s experience in the battle, and 
this episode is recounted on page 18 of Giudice’s biography and, almost precisely as it 
appears in the novel, on pages 30 and 31 of Nardelli’s biography.  Both biographers confirm 
that this episode took place in Via Papireto, where, as indicated above, Pirandello would later 
choose to put the lodgings of Marta, Maria, and Agata Ajala. 
 Another noteworthy parallel is Pirandello’s insertion of his own writing into the 
novel.  In Part II, Chapter 7 of the novel, for example, Gregorio Alvignani has come to 
Palermo during a break in his duties in the House of Deputies and immediately begins to 
devise ways to encounter Marta.  His first attempt comes when he is invited to give a lecture 
at the university.  Pirandello writes, 
L'occasione a un tratto gli s'offerse, e gli parve molto propizia. Fu invitato a 
tenere una conferenza sopra un soggetto di sua scelta nell'aula magna dell'Università. 
Quantunque non avesse con sé che pochi libri e si trovasse affatto impreparato, pure 
accettò, dopo essersi lasciato molto pregare. Un largo, eloquente esame della 
coscienza moderna lo aveva sempre tentato: aveva con sé gli appunti per uno studio 
iniziato e interrotto su le Trasformazioni future dell'idea morale: se ne sarebbe 
giovato. Dall'esame della coscienza intendeva passare all'esame delle varie 
manifestazioni della vita, e principalmente di quella artistica. - Arte e coscienza d'oggi 
- ecco il titolo della conferenza.  (123) 
 
[The occasion did present itself, eventually, and it seemed to him a propitious 
one.  He was invited to give a lecture on the subject of his choice in the great hall of 
the university.  Although he had only brought a few books with him and indeed had 
found himself entirely unprepared, he accepted the invitation anyway after being 
practically begged to do so.  He had always been tempted to undertake a thorough, 
eloquent examination of the modern conscience, and he had brought with him his 
notes for a study that he had begun but which had then been interrupted entitled 
“Future Transformations of the Moral Idea” – that would do nicely.  From the 
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examination of the moral conscience he intended to pass to the examination of the 
various manifestations of life, principally of the artistic life.  – “Art and the 
Conscience of Today” – there was his title.] 
 
Pirandello published the essay “Arte e coscienza d'oggi” [“Art and the Conscience of 
Today”] in the September 1893 issue of La Nazione letteraria, which makes its writing 
contemporary with that of L’Esclusa.     
The second example of this kind of autobiographical insertion is a more problematic 
one.  In Part II, Chapter 3 of the novel, Pirandello presents the poem “A Lei” [“For You”] 
(104-105).  This sonnet is, in the story, written by Attilio Nusco, who is a colleague and 
ardent admirer of Marta’s.  It is, of course, not uncommon for a writer to insert “writerly” 
passages into his texts.  However, “A Lei” is an odd poem to include, as it seems to serve 
very little function in the text other than to remind the reader that Pirandello was also a poet.  
In terms of the narrative, it makes perfect sense that Nusco would write a poem for Marta; we 
are told when he is introduced to us that he is a very capable professor of literature and a fine 
poet.  Pirandello writes, “Eppure il Nusco non era uno sciocco: laureato in lettere, 
giovanissimo ancora, occupava per concorso il posto di professore d'italiano al liceo e 
insegnava anche per incarico nel Collegio Nuovo; scriveva poi in versi con gusto e gentilezza 
non comuni.”  [“And yet Nusco was no fool.  He had a doctorate in Literature, was still very 
young, and among many vying for the position, he had been awarded the post of Professor of 
Italian at the high school, in addition to his duties at the Collegio Nuovo.  He also wrote 
poetry of uncommon taste and elegance.”] (99).  However, the content of the poem does not 
fit logically into the narrative in that it demonstrates that the author is aware of Marta’s 
troubled past, when, in fact, he could not be.  Marta herself even wonders, “Erano per lei quei 
versi? Chi aveva raccontato al Nusco le vicende della sua vita?” [“Could these verses be for 
her?  Who had told Nusco all of the details of her life?”] (105). These are good questions, but 
they are never answered or even addressed again in the text.  Marta is right to think that it is 
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unlikely that Nusco would have been in a position to write the poem.  Readers are never 
given the indication that he, or for that matter, anyone who works with her at the school, 
knows anything at all about her past.  In fact, if anyone there had known, it would almost 
certainly be problematic for the narrative.  It would also be extremely out of character for 
anyone in the novel who did know about Marta’s past, like Agata, Maria, or Rocco, to write 
the poem.  The only possible exception is Alvignani, a possibility that Marta considers, but 
then dismisses, but he has not yet entered the narrative or moved to Palermo, which means 
that he would have had to write the sonnet and publish it under the name of someone he did 
not know.  Additionally, the narrative takes it as a matter of course that Nusco did, in fact, 
write the poem.  As a tool for characterizing Nusco, the writing and publication of the poem 
do suggest that boldness with which Nusco admires Marta from afar, but the fact of the 
matter is that the details of her life included in the poem could not be known to him.  It is 
more probable that Pirandello includes the poem not in service of the narrative structure or 
continuity of the novel, but to enrich the readers’ experience, and demonstrate Pirandello’s 
own skill across genres. 
L’Esclusa in English 
 
Like many writers, Pirandello had a contentious relationship with translation in 
general.  He typically held to the traduttore traditore [“translator traitor”] school of thought 
and notes specifically in his 1908 essay “Illustratori, attori e traduttori” (“Illustrators, actors 
and translators,” so titled because the thesis of the essay is that all three groups betray the 
vision of the original artist at some level) that translating a work of art into another language, 
…è come trapiantare un albero generato da un altro terreno, fiorito sotto altro clima, 
in un terreno che non è più il suo: sotto il nuovo clima perderà il suo verde e i suoi 
fiori; per il verde, per le foglie intendiamo le parole native e per fiori quelle grazie 
particolari della lingua, quell’armonia essenziale di essa, inimitabile. (648) 
 
[…is like transplanting a tree that has grown in another soil, flowered in a different 
climate, into a soil that is no longer its own.  In the new climate it will lose its foliage 
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and its flowers; by foliage and leaves I mean the native words, and by flowers I refer 
to those particular graceful features of the language, that essential harmony inherent 
to it, and inimitable.] 
 
This said, critics and biographers are unanimous on the fact that Pirandello was extremely 
proud of his status as an international man of letters, and, in fact, during the Pirandello boom 
of the 1920s, his work was translated into multiple languages.  The history of his works in 
translation, and particularly in English, is, however, a complex one, described by Susan 
Bassnett as “Pirandellian in its intricacies” (Oxford 492).  The great majority of Pirandello’s 
works both theatrical and otherwise (excluding the perennially popular Sei personaggi in 
cerca d’autore [Six Characters in Search of an Author] and Enrico IV [Henry IV]) have never 
been translated, are out-of-print, or are rarely performed or read.  Pirandello’s good fortunes 
begin in 1920 with the success of the plays Come prima, meglio di prima [As Before, Better 
than Before] and, to a lesser degree, Tutto per bene [roughly, Everything Alright] in 1920.  
With the massive success of Sei personaggi in cerca d’autore in 1921, he becomes an 
international phenomenon.  These successes resulted was a massive surge in Pirandello’s 
popularity for about ten years, over the course of which a great deal of the author’s work was 
translated into English.  The only translation of L’Esclusa into English, Leo Ongley’s 1925 
The Outcast is most certainly a part of this boom.  Over the course of the 1930s and 1940s, 
however, Pirandello’s cultural currency went down somewhat dramatically in the English-
speaking world.  The result was a steep decline in the number of works that were translated, 
and many translated texts, including Ongley’s The Outcast, went out of print.  It is worth 
considering some of these factors in order to reinforce the need for not only a critical re-
evaluation of Pirandello’s novels and especially his early writing, but also to examine the 
extent to which his works need to be translated or retranslated into English.  
First, by the late 1920s and early 1930s, the kinds of plays that Pirandello was writing 
had changed somewhat, and no longer had the same allure.  This change can be characterized 
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as moving from tightly constructed meta-dramas with relatively small casts to the final phase 
of his theatrical output, which critics generally refer to as his “il teatro dei miti” [“Theatre of 
Myth”] phase.  His myth plays include La nuova colonia [The New Colony, 1928], Lazzaro 
[Lazarus, 1929], and his final, unfinished play, I giganti della montagna [The Mountain 
Giants], and are characterized by their large casts and complex, often magical realist plots.  
Giulio Ferroni characterizes this shift as one that moved toward, 
…un teatro pieno di amplificazioni e di complicazioni, dietro cui si manifesta un 
proposito di edificazione ideologica, di trasmissione di valori ufficiali che pretendono 
di riassumere in sé la coscienza più piena del presente.  Pirandello vi applica una 
grande abilità tecnica, un gusto virtuosistico per la costruzione spettacolare, un 
intellettualismo e una serietà a tutti i costi, affastellando situazioni macchinose e a 
effetto, motivi ideologici che, muovendo dall’originario fondo negativo e pessimistico 
pirandelliano, aspirano a soluzioni di tipo “costruttivo,” che convergono spesso con 
l’ideologia fascista. (Il Novecento 162) 
 
[…a theatre full of amplifications and of complications, behind which was manifest 
an agenda of ideological edification, of transmitting official values that claimed to 
comprise in itself the most complete consciousness of the present.  Pirandello applied 
his great technical ability, his virtuosic taste for building spectacle, an intellectualism 
and a seriousness at all costs, bundling together intricate situations and effects, 
ideological motives that, moving away from his original negative and pessimistic 
roots, aspired to “constructive” solutions, which often converged with fascist 
ideology.]  
 
This shift away from his negative appraisal of the human condition was not met kindly by 
critics or, for that matter, by audiences.  Giudice confirms that the plays, “sono troppo 
confusi e contraddittori, e falliscono nel loro scopo (falliscono in gran parte anche come 
opera)” [“were too complicated and full of contradictions, and they failed to achieve their 
goal (they also failed, in large part, as works of art)”] (497).  This shift led to a considerable 
decline in interest in Pirandello’s work in Italy, and Bassnett adds that “international interest 
was beginning to wane” (Oxford, 492).  It is notable in most lists of “major works,” Questa 
sera si recita a soggetto (usually translated as Tonight We Improvise!), which was first 
performed in 1930, is generally listed as Pirandello’s last play, or for that matter, as the last 
of his works in any genre, although he produced several more works before his death in 1936. 
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This decline in popularity in the English-speaking world can also be attributed to the 
author’s association with Mussolini’s Fascist government.  The period of years in which 
Pirandello wrote and saw produced his most popular works, Sei personaggi and Enrico IV, 
also saw the rise to power of Mussolini’s party.  Pirandello was, by all accounts, initially non-
committal, although as a nationalist, a republican, and, perhaps most importantly, as someone 
who was anti-clerical and anti-institution, he must have found a great deal of the Fascist 
platform attractive.  However, Giudice points out that in a letter to his daughter dated 29 
October, 1922, the last day of the March on Rome, Pirandello doesn’t even acknowledge that 
over the course of the previous week, the Prime Minister had resigned, Rome had been under 
siege by Fascist troops, and the king of Italy had handed power over to Mussolini (414-
415).10  Pirandello’s admiration of Mussolini but general indifference toward his party would 
change when the now internationally famous author was summoned to the Palazzo Chigi 
almost a year after the March to meet with Mussolini himself, who claimed to be an 
enthusiastic admirer of his works.  From that time on, for whatever reason, Pirandello very 
publically aligned himself with the Fascist party, and there is no dearth of written evidence, 
including his signing of the 1925 “Manifesto degli intellettuali fascisti,” as well as numerous 
pieces written by Pirandello supporting Mussolini and the party, speeches he delivered, 
interviews, and so on, that confirm this.  In terms of Pirandello’s motivations, Giudice is very 
clear as to why Pirandello joined the party with such fervor: he was pleased that a man as 
important as Mussolini had expressed admiration of his work.  “Pirandello cede (…) un 
poco,” Giudice writes, “alla vanità” (“Pirandello gives in to vanity a little bit.”) (419).  A 
number of scholars and critics have put forward the idea that Pirandello was not especially 
dedicated to the party, and only joined in order to fund his theatre in Rome.  Pirandello even 
went so far as to donate his 1934 Nobel Prize medal to the Italian government to be melted 
                                                 
10 The full text of this letter (and many others to his daughter) can be found on pages 69-71 of the collection 
Lettere a Lietta. 
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down to aid in funding the Second Italo-Abyssinian War.  At the moment, then, when 
Pirandello’s fortunes outside of Italy were on the rise, when he met with Mussolini – his 
works had been performed in London, New York, Athens, Paris, Krakow, and Prague, were 
scheduled to be performed in Amsterdam, Warsaw and Barcelona, and Pirandello was about 
to embark on a tour of the U.S. (Giudice 417) – he had chosen to align himself with a party 
that would prove to be extremely unpopular throughout the English-speaking world.  
Although Pirandello would later judge the Fascist party harshly and withdraw his support, 
interest in his theatrical works would only begin to revive after the Second World War, and 
Pirandello’s fortunes outside of Italy never recovered. 
This situation is made more complicated by the fact that for many years, a large 
number of Pirandello’s late plays were not made available to translators.  At his death, 
Pirandello made the curious, at least from both the translation-theory and philological points-
of-view, legal stipulation that Marta Abba, the author’s muse and lead actress from 1925 until 
his death, be the person who held the translation rights to all of his plays from Diana e la 
tuda [Diana and Tuda] onwards.  It is beyond the scope of this project to delve into the 
complex relationship Pirandello had with Abba, but for those unfamiliar with the biography, 
Pirandello’s marriage essentially ended when his wife was committed to a mental institution 
at the end of World War I, and when he met Abba in 1925, he immediately fell deeply in love 
with her, a love that he would bear for the rest of his life, as his hundreds of letters to her 
indicate.  They were not, however, lovers; Mussolini once asked the author why he was not 
sleeping with Abba, a conversation that, according to Eric Bentley, compelled Pirandello to 
say of the head of state, “he is vulgar” (84).  In any case, the provisions he made for Abba in 
his will drove a wedge between Pirandello and his family, resulting in litigation that stretched 
decades after his death.  His decision to make Abba his executor was, as Giudice and others 
note, very likely a choice very openly made by Pirandello to “punish” his daughter Lia for 
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some unknown offense, most likely, according to Giudice, for some slight to Abba.  Rather 
than acting as a conventional literary executor, however, Abba refused to allow professional 
translators to even approach the works, opting instead to publish some of her own translations 
into English, which are described by Bassnett as “almost unreadable and certainly 
unperformable” (Bassnett, Oxford, 492).  The result, naturally, was that English readers and 
theatre-goers simply did not have access to as much of Pirandello’s work, and so he faded 
from view. 
Historical context aside, it is worth noting that the nature of Pirandello’s idiosyncratic 
language is also in part responsible for this lack of translation of his works.  The first point of 
interest here is that he did not appear to be particularly interested in writing works that were 
translatable.  The titles of his works alone are a barrier.  As Bassnett points out, “Some plays, 
such as O di uno o di nessuno (1929), which was translated (…) as Either Somebody’s or 
Nobody’s, have titles that sound awkward and confusing to English readers” (Oxford 492).   
Along these same lines, Così è (se vi pare) has been translated into English as Right You Are 
(If You Think So), Right You Are (If You Think You Are), It is So! (If You Think So), and as 
And That’s the Truth!, each of which is overly complex in English.  In addition, Pirandello’s 
language itself is idiosyncratic and difficult in many cases, even for Italians.  There are many 
examples of critical evaluations of the problematic nature of Pirandello’s language, such as 
this passage from Emilia Mirmina’s Pirandello Novelliere, in which she writes, 
Nella sua variabilità e nel suo disinvolto possibilismo, il linguaggio di 
Pirandello è sempre stato un problema e, nello stesso tempo, fors’anche una delle 
cause fondamentali delle stroncature estetizzanti, delle quali lo scrittore è stato fatto 
segno, sulla falsariga del Croce. 
È un linguaggio disimpastato talvolta, è vero; un linguaggio duro; una maniera 
d’esprimersi che, sì, andrebbe bene nel discorso comune, parlato, ma, via, nella lingua 
scritta è un po’ troppo!  Certo, i razionalisti, i puritani della lingua, quelli che 
desiderano conservare una divisione fra la realtà e le lettere, a condannare la lingua di 
Pirandello hanno più d’una ragione. (113) 
 
[In its variability and its casual open-endedness, the language of Pirandello 
has always been a problem, and, at the same time, perhaps has also been one of the 
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fundamental causes of the negative aesthetic judgment the writer received at the 
hands of critics like Benedetto Croce. 
It is sometimes an unrefined language, it is true; a harsh language; a manner of 
expressing oneself that, yes, is better suited to informal discourse, to speech, but 
which, let’s be honest, in written Italian is a bit much!  Of course, the rationalists, the 
linguistic purists, those who desire to maintain a division between reality and 
literature have good reason to condemn the language of Pirandello.] 
 
While at first glance this description of Pirandello’s writing makes it sound simply as if he 
writes informally, that this is a problem merely of register, readers of Italian will appreciate 
the difficulty his unwillingness to write in literary language poses for translators.  
Pirandello’s “unrefined” quality, often identified as “antiletterario” [“anti-literary”], is not 
difficult for the translator because it is casual; in fact, casual language can, in many ways, be 
easier to translate than formal literary language.11   As her last sentence, above, implies, the 
“problem” that Mirmina identifies is that Pirandello’s Italian is not the “pure” Italian of a 
writer like Italo Calvino.  This poses problems on a technical level; among many other issues, 
for example, the language of Pirandello is awash in Sicilian dialect words, Italianisms, and 
the like.   
Another obstacle is posed by the extent to which Pirandello’s specific locutions, as 
opposed to just the “impurity” of his language, makes the task of the translator a difficult one.  
In order to achieve his narrative goals, in this case with regard to his theory of humor, 
Pirandello must employ a number of strategies that, for example, break down the barriers 
between character and narrator using free indirect discourse, or alternating between active 
and passive constructions in order to demonstrate the extent to which we are to see a 
character as aggressive, as a victim, or as a passive-aggressive participant in a social 
mechanism that is beyond his or her control.   A favorite character type of Pirandello, for 
example, is the character who is “just doing my job,” like Don Ziro, the bailiff charged with 
taking inventory of the Ajala house in Part I, Chapter 11 of L’Esclusa, when the bank 
                                                 
11 For more on the nuances of Pirandello’s “anti-literary” style, see Salvatore Orilia’s  “Stile e linguaggio nei 
romanzi di L. Pirandello,” among others.  A more detailed analysis of the difficulty of translating Pirandello’s 
prose is provided Chapter 4. 
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forecloses on their home and possessions: a character who professes his sympathy, but who is 
by own admission a cog in a larger social machine, and so cannot be reasoned with.  As 
Patricia Sayre and Linnea Vacca have noted in their article “The Dialectics of Distance and 
Dependence,” these strategies appear throughout Pirandello’s prose, and “are one of the 
factors that make him so hard to translate” (81).  In any case, this lack of translatability most 
certainly presents a barrier to retaining readers and to gaining new readers, and Pirandello, 
perhaps understandably, was not willing to compromise.   
These are only a few of the factors that affected his reception outside of Italy and 
arguably particularly so in terms of his fiction writing, for which he was not, and continues 




Chapter 2.  Literary Modernism and the Death of Certainty 
 
The Nature of Modernism 
 
There are as many thoughts about what constitutes modernism as there are people 
who have studied it.   Nearly every scholarly work available on the movement is prefaced by 
a vaguely apologetic acknowledgement of the difficulty of defining modernism, after which 
the work moves swiftly into a more hands-on critical approach to something more concrete.  
Indeed, calling modernism a “movement” at all implies a network of like-minded individuals 
with a central core of tenets and goals.  The fact is, with the exception of rare pockets of 
artists and thinkers who corresponded or even collaborated with each other, such as the 
writers brought together by Ezra Pound and Poetry magazine in the 1910s and 1920s, or the 
artists who participated in any of the individual avant garde movements that constituted 
subsets of modernism, like Italian Futurismo or the Harlem Renaissance, “modernism” is a 
term more useful for scholars than it was for the loose grouping of artists, scientists, and 
thinkers referred to today as “modernists.”  In reality, modernism had no central organizing 
principle.  It did not clash with any political ideology; modernists could be fascists, socialists, 
or apolitical.  It did not clash with any particular religion, or with the idea of religion in 
general; modernists could be conservative Christians, agnostics, or atheists.  Although 
centered in Europe and North America, modernism found its way into different parts of the 
world and is not tied to a particular nationality, gender, ethnic group, or to any sense of 
shared history or culture.  In essence, identifying specific examples of modernism is far 
easier than defining it: those who come into contact with a modernist work can usually 
identify what makes it so, but the range and variety of those attributes make it difficult to 
discuss in broader terms.  
In order to establish a workable approach to the many and varied artistic, scientific, 
and cultural changes that lead into and constitute the movement, it is necessary to discern 
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what modernism is and is not, which is a task that is most easily done by identifying where it 
comes from, and more specifically, what prompted the response that became known as 
modernism.  This task does not necessarily involve, as one might expect, a discussion of what 
makes modernism different from the artistic movements, like mid-19th-century realism, that 
precede it, although modernism is indeed different from these movements.  As is often the 
case with literary and artistic movements that follow on the heels of one another, it is more 
useful to see realism and modernism as dialectical, a position put forward by Georg Lukács 
in his 1955 book Realism in Our Time.12  Defining modernism is, in other words, less about it 
not being something, and more about what it is: a response to a wide array of cultural 
phenomena, which it serves to examine here.  Over the course of the second half of the 19th 
century, a number of technological innovations, scientific and mathematical discoveries, and 
new philosophical approaches resulted in a shift in terms of how people viewed the world and 
their changing relationships to it.  Simply put, modernism was effected by the realization that 
the ways in which human beings had explained the nature of their reality to themselves, the 
ways that they had understood their reality to have been organized, were, in many cases, 
unsuitable, were constructed rather than existing per se, and perhaps most important, could 
no longer be taken for granted.  The “crisis” of modernism is, in other words, an 
epistemological crisis or, perhaps more accurately, a crisis of what William Everdell, in The 
First Moderns, calls “ontological continuity” (11).  The sense of stability and coherence that 
had traditionally been a central feature of our experience of reality is lost, and with that loss 
people begin to question everything from human beings’ privileged position in the universe 
and even the most basic scientific principles, to the existence of God and the nature of human 
                                                 
12 This book (Gegenwartsbedeutung des kritischen Realismus) was originally published in English as The 
Meaning of Contemporary Realism.  Lukács notes that, “[the approach generally adopted by bourgeois-
modernist critics] fails to locate the decisive formal problems and turns a blind eye to their inherent dialectic.  
We are presented with a false polarization [of realism and modernism] which, by exaggerating the importance 
of stylistic differences, conceals the opposing principles actually underlying and determining contrasting styles” 




consciousness and identity.  Everdell goes on to describe this phenomenon as, “modern 
thought [giving] up the stubborn old belief that things could be seen ‘steadily and whole’ 
from some privileged viewpoint at a particular moment – or in other words why Cézanne 
painted Mont Sainte-Victoire from nearly every available perspective except its summit” 
(Everdell 11).  Peter Gay adds that all modernists share “the lure of heresy that impelled their 
actions as they confronted conventional sensibilities” (Gay 3).  With this change, people’s 
impression of an objective world existing beyond their senses, a feeling that they really knew 
the nature of our reality, became more difficult.  As this shift continued, citizens of the early 
20th century were gradually becoming more and more haunted by the suspicion that, in 
Thomas Harrison’s words, “the most well-established truths were nothing more than matters 
of impression and mood” (1910, 15).  In other words, certainty was stripped away, and 
people were forced to examine their reality in new ways.  
One of the main problems with defining modernism, and the reason that some 
national cultures still have an uneasy relationship with identifying it at all,13 is the difficulty 
of setting parameters or establishing a period for the movement.  While there is little question 
that modernism does constitute a sort of paradigm shift in the Kuhnian sense, essentially any 
event from the Enlightenment onward can be fit into the narrative that leads up to it.  The 
situation is not helped by the terminological problems that surround the word “modern” 
itself; attempts to identify a “modern period,” of course, include the identification of the early 
modern period, which stretches back to the Renaissance, and the late modern period, which 
includes the end of the 18th and all of the 19th centuries.  These are clearly different from 
modernism, but give a sense of how problematic the terminology can become, given that 
                                                 
13 In Italy, for instance, modernism was not recognized as a movement until very late by the standards of other 
European and American scholarly communities, and the idea is only now beginning to gain traction.  For more 
on this idea see the collection of essays edited by Romano Luperini and Massimiliano Tortora entitled Sul 
modernismo italiano, Mario Moroni and Luca Somigli’s collection Italian Modernism: Italian Culture between 
Decadentism and Avant-Garde, and Vittorio Spinazzola’s La modernità letteraria: Forma di scrittura e 
interessi di lettura, among others. 
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these periods contain a number of distinct events that contribute to the advent of 
modernism.14  Another reason identifying a well-demarcated modernist period is so 
problematic involves the cumulative nature of the build-up to this crisis.  Rather than a single 
event that catalyzes it, there is a series of blows to 19th-century assumptions about how the 
world works that originate across many fields and disciplines, pinpricks that, over the course 
of many decades, precipitate the moment of crisis itself, which takes place in the early 20th 
century.15  Scholars disagree as to when this series of events that will ultimately effect 
modernism begins.  The novelist Virginia Woolf is perhaps most specific about assigning a 
date when she famously asserts that that “on or about December, 1910, human character 
changed,” and Thomas Harrison, in his excellent book about the advent of expressionism, 
1910: The Emancipation of Dissonance, agrees (421).  Everdell, who is more interested in 
political history, suggests that the real shifts begin in 1913, as World War I approaches.  As is 
the case with any movement, of course, the beginning of modernism cannot be reduced to a 
single moment.  Simply put, the first important blows to the conventionalism of the 19th 
century are the publication, about a decade apart, of Marx and Engels’s Manifest der 
Kommunistischen Partei [The Manifesto of the Communist Party] and Darwin’s On the 
Origin of Species, in 1848 and 1859, respectively.  One could easily argue for others: 
Everdell identifies German mathematician Richard Dedekind, whose Stetigkeit und 
irrationale Zahlen [Continuity and Irrational Numbers] is published in 1872 as “the West’s 
first modernist,” an honor that Gay bestows upon Charles Baudelaire, whose Les Fleurs du 
mal [The Flowers of Evil], comes out in 1857 (Everdell 30, Gay 33).  However, Marx and 
Engels’s and Darwin’s ideas are only two in a series of many events, ideas, and innovations 
that lead into modernism.  In the period between about 1850 and the end of World War I, the 
                                                 
14 For a more in-depth unpacking of the term “modernism” itself, see Steven Matthews’s Modernism, pp. 8-9. 
15 On an equally interesting note, although less germane here, there is also no critical consensus as to when the 
modernist period ends, with scholars declaring its demise as early as the late 1930s, and others, like Marjorie 
Perloff, suggesting that we are still in the modernist period (Perloff, “Epilogue” 571). 
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world and how it was viewed changes so dramatically that it is difficult to believe it all 
occurred within the lifespan of a single human being.   
In order to lay the foundation for a discussion of literary modernism and how writers, 
in particular, responded to the shift in world view, it serves our common understanding to 
identify some of the technological innovations that were occurring leading up to and during 
the modernist period, and the new ideas that helped reshape the understanding of reality.16  In 
terms of what Sara Danius refers to as “the technologies of perception,” this period saw the 
advent of the radio, the phonograph, and of modern photography, and the first motion 
pictures were produced (74).  In terms of transportation, in this period people saw the great 
railroad boom, which in the United States linked the East Coast and the West Coast through 
the first transcontinental railroad laid between 1863 and 1869, and the United States and 
Europe, in particular, saw the development, manufacture, and widespread use of the 
automobile.  International travel grew dramatically thanks to the ocean liner, and both the 
Zeppelin and the airplane were invented.  In terms of communication, the telephone and the 
wireless were invented, and the first transatlantic telegraph cable was laid.  In the period 
leading up to and including World War I, warfare was mechanized; machine guns, tanks, 
trenches, air raids and tactical air support revolutionized the way wars were fought, as did the 
military reorganization made possible by railroads, which allowed soldiers, arms, and 
supplies to be moved to and from the front at unprecedented speed, and the wireless, which 
allowed commanding officers to be farther than ever from the troops at the front.17  By the 
beginning of the modernist period, reinforced concrete and structural steel were being 
manufactured in massive quantities, use of the incandescent light bulb, elevators and the X-
ray was widespread, interchangeable parts, which enabled the assembly line, were being mass 
                                                 
16 Stephen Kern’s The Culture of Time and Space: 1880-1918 is an indispensable resource on this topic, as is 
Hugh Kenner’s The Mechanic Muse. 
17 For more on World War I as regards this topic, see Paul Fussell’s The Great War and Modern Memory, as 
well as Samuel Hynes’s The Auden Generation.  For more specifically as regards this topic in Italy during this 
period, see Mario Isnenghi’s Il mito della Grande Guerra, among others. 
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produced, and Greenwich Mean Time had been introduced.  All of these, in one way or 
another, worked their way into the art, the science, and the general mindset of the modernist 
era. 
The ideas that are the result of these innovations also comprise an additional cause of 
this stripping-away of certainty, which grew in proportion to the innovations themselves.  
Although, as was the case with the innovations, there are too many ideas to name, but it is 
useful here to recognize a few.  By 1850, Marx had already dealt a major blow to the 
certainty in the eyes of many that class structure was inevitable.  Darwin’s proposal that the 
mechanism by which speciation occurred is descent with modification reinforced the notion 
that one could no longer be certain of the mechanisms of creation and extinction that had 
been preached from pulpits everywhere and believed by the masses for generations on end.  
With that, whether the process had a divine component was called into question.  Ernst Mach 
turned positivism on its head when he postulated that time and space themselves were merely 
mental constructs.  There are many different ways in which the philosophy of Friedrich 
Nietzsche might be argued to fit in here, perhaps the most obvious being that it dealt a blow 
to the certainty of the traditional, particularly Christian, foundations of moral character, and 
the nature of morality.  Georg Cantor, working in collaboration with Richard Dedekind, 
invented set theory and recognized that the number line was made up of countably infinite 
rational numbers and countless infinite irrational numbers, or in other words, that some 
infinities are bigger than others.  Bernhard Reimann’s forays into non-Euclidian geometry lay 
the foundations for the mathematics behind general relativity.  Both William James and Henri 
Bergson, as well as Mach, published hotly debated theories of time that identify it as being in 
a state of continual flux with heady implications for what were even meant by the terms 
“past,” “future,” and especially “the present,” and each identified a slightly different 
implication of this “stream of consciousness” (James’s term) in the way that people 
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experience their inner lives.  In this period, Albert Einstein’s work in relativity demonstrated 
that the Newtonian model of the physical universe that people had always taken for granted 
was variable in its applicability to natural phenomena, as was the rate at which time passed.  
Ernest Rutherford and his graduate student Ernest Marsden demonstrated that the atoms that 
comprise our physical reality are mostly made up of empty space.  Perhaps of most direct 
importance to literary modernism are Sigmund Freud’s writings around the turn of the 
century, for while the above ideas struck blows to conventions that largely involved things 
outside of our minds, Freud’s big idea indicated that it is impossible for people even to know 
the inner workings of their own minds.  Although certainly not the last layer of certainty to be 
stripped away, it was arguably the deepest.18 
While the nature of these changes was not exactly gradual, considering that the 
majority of these ideas were published or otherwise made public over the course of what 
would amount to a single lifetime, it is arguable that none of these by itself would have 
effected the scale of paradigm shift that resulted in modernism.  However, the results of these 
technical innovations, inventions, and new ways of thinking led to sweeping changes in the 
way that human beings approached reality.  These ideas, among others, resulted in a world 
that was perceived to be fragmentary instead of unified and continuous.  It was a world that 
must have previously seemed small to its inhabitants, to the extent that they thought about 
such things, but which now appeared to be much more vast and suddenly to be happening 
simultaneously all around them, a point that Kern highlights.  What had once been absolute, 
knowable truths now seemed provisional, relative, and context-dependent.  What had once 
seemed like a world that, although full of mysteries, could and would one day be 
understandable to us, now seemed unknowable, even down to the level of our own 
unconscious minds.  In what had once seemed to be a world that Paul Fussell describes as, “a 
                                                 
18 For more on the impact of psychology in this period, see Judith Ryan’s The Vanishing Subject: Early 
Psychology and Literary Modernism, as well as any of Peter Gay’s prolific output on this and related topics. 
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static world, where the values appeared stable and where the meanings of abstractions 
seemed permanent and reliable,” individuals now felt hopelessly adrift among abstractions 
whose meanings were increasingly difficult to pin down, and reality seemed to be no more 
than a construct (21).  A world in which time moved forward in a regular, linear way was 
replaced by a world in which people could no longer think about time teleologically, and 
their temporal experience of the world seemed discontinuous, overlapping, and non-
chronological.  The preferred discourse of the old world had been rational, logical, and 
patriarchal.  Citizens of this new world would have to focus on criticizing and tearing down 
the systems that they had built and taken for granted.  They could no longer be certain about 
anything.  The result is, in Everdell’s words, a world in which it was “impossible to know 
even the simplest things that the nineteenth century took for granted,” and which he goes on 
to characterize as, “the non-logical, non-objective, and essentially causeless mental universe 
in which (with the exception of a few historians) we all now live” (11).  As if to make 
manifest Everdell’s characterization, war becomes global for the first time, proving to 
revolutionize the ease and economy with which people could be killed: in World War I, the 
Great War, there were approximately 17 million deaths and 38 million casualties.  With all of 
this comes anxiety, fear, and, especially for the period’s many artists, an exceedingly 
negative view of things.  It was a recipe for modernism. 
Literary Modernism and Narrative 
 
Over the course of this period, there are many transformations in terms of the way in 
which novels and plays are written, the overarching characteristic of which is unquestionably 
driven by the global changes outlined above.  The primary function of the novel as a genre is 
clear, and the same can be said to be true of the theater of this period; in both, an author 
examines the relationship between an individual and his or her society.  This function did not 
change when the world began to transform so dramatically, but in response to this burgeoning 
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“new world,” the methods of exploration, the toolbox itself, had to change.  It only stands to 
reason that methods used by previous generations of authors would be criticized, reflected 
upon, and, in many cases, ultimately abandoned by the modernists, just as charging the 
enemy in a horizontal column was abandoned in favor of trench warfare.  In the case of 
novel- and play-writing, the dominant literary style of the middle and late 19th century was 
realism, and after these changes had begun to occur, the set of tools used to construct these 
kinds of works would no longer be seen as satisfactory for the new reality.  Modernist authors 
discovered instead that the tightly plotted, logical, thematically coherent work of fiction was 
no longer adequate to describe a world to which none of those words applied.  In short, 
realism was no longer accurate enough to characterize this new reality.  
In some cases, this change is thematic and principally a direct response to the 
changing technologies of the period.  Marcel Proust writes in Le Côte de Guermantes [The 
Guermantes Way] about the wonder produced by the telephone, which allows one to travel 
virtually and which is operated as if by magic by the switch-board operators, whom he 
characterizes as “Vigilant Virgins whose voices we hear every day, but whose faces we never 
see [….] maidens of Mystery, the umbrageous priestesses of the Invisible, the Young Ladies 
of the Telephone” (173).19  The telephone, however, also produces anxiety in that it involves 
the suspense of waiting for someone to call at a specific time, as well as the anxiety produced 
by speaking to a disembodied voice, which leads Proust’s narrator to “[feel] more clearly the 
illusoriness in the appearance of the most tender proximity, and at what distance we may be 
from the persons we love at the moment when it seems that we have only to stretch out our 
hands to seize and hold them […] as premonition also of an eternal separation!” (173-174).  
Proust is, of course, by no means alone; essentially all of the major novelists and poets of the 
                                                 
19 Proust was an early user of the telephone, and once he had more or less retired from public life was an ardent 
advocate of the “théâtrophone,” which allowed subscribers to listen to operas broadcast live.  For more on this 
topic, see Proust’s letters, especially those written to Mme. Strauss in 1912 and 1913, collected in Fraisse’s 
Proust au miroir de sa correspondance.  For more on the telephone as a means of virtual travel in Proust, see 
Margaret Topping’s chapter in Marcel Proust in Context, entitled “Travel.” 
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period begin to reflect on the shifting ideologies of their age by incorporating such changes 
into their works.  This includes Pirandello himself, who, in his 1919 Quaderni di Serafino 
Gubbio operatore [Shoot!, The Notebooks of Serafino Gubbio, Cinematograph Operator], 
tells his story from the point of view of a movie cameraman, turning a crank as he watches 
and records the world around him but does not interact with it.  In other cases, the change is 
more structural and technical.  In The Mechanic Muse, Hugh Kenner discusses the influence 
of film on both T. S. Eliot and James Joyce, noting that “newsreel quick-cutting helped 
prompt The Waste Land,” and that the means by which Joyce’s characters are propelled 
throughout Dublin, utilizing “quick cuts [that create] discrete packets of experience,” is a 
technique taken directly from film (Kenner 9, 11).20   Additionally, it can be argued that 
neither Proust’s nor Joyce’s novels, among many others, could have been structured in the 
ways that they are without the revolution in understanding how time is experienced.  In 
Joyce’s case, the series of appointments and errands that Leopold Bloom must execute make 
the ticking clock a constant background presence in the novel, and the overall temporal 
structure of the novel, which takes place over the course of a single day and night, reinforces 
the attention to time.  Technically speaking, Joyce’s use of direct interior monologue 
highlights the nature of the human consciousness’s existence in time, an aspect of his writing 
that Kern highlights (27-28).  Proust’s novel, of course, is a masterpiece of reflection on the 
nature of time and how it is experienced.  Simply put, neither of these positions was thinkable 
before late-19th-century scientists and philosophers had determined that time was not 
something to be taken for granted. 
Entire books have, of course, already been written on this and related topics, and as 
the object of the present investigation is to look specifically at how L’Esclusa looks forward 
                                                 
20 Much has been written about Joyce and cinema, but see, for example, Thomas L. Burkdall’s Joycean Frames: 
Film and the Fiction of James Joyce, in which he discusses the above as “the aesthetics of fragmentation 
associated so frequently with modernism” (21).  Kern also provides a nice summary of Joyce’s relationship to 
time on pp. 77-80. 
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to and exhibits attributes of modernism, it is obligatory to provide a succinct summary of the 
major changes in the writing of novels and plays that result from the transformations that 
came in the middle and late 19th century and early 20th century.  Although, again, modernism 
is more than just a reaction to realism, and many texts, like the one under discussion here, 
exhibit both modernist and realist attributes, it is unavoidable that the transformations of 
modernism be discussed in terms of their relationship to realism.  Such a discussion is more 
understandably facilitated if five or six of the more prominent changes in the way these 
works are written are identified and examined as authors move from a more realist method to 
a modernist one.  Although it is certainly not the case that every text produced in this period 
exhibits these characteristics, they are representative of the kinds of changes that can be seen, 
in that each represents an attempt at presenting the world in light of the innovations and 
ideological changes running rampant in this new reality.  If people were no longer living in a 
world that could be represented by the mid-19th-century novel, things had to change, and the 
following are a good starting point. 
The first of these changes involves the manner in which character is explored and 
presented.  There are a number of facets of this change in character presentation to explore 
here.  Perhaps most basically, there is a turning inward in terms of the examination of 
character.  Instead of following realism’s focus on an individual’s circumstance, modernist 
authors become more interested in examining the psychology of individual characters, a trend 
that is very clearly related to the conception of a world that has suddenly become 
subjectivized.  Steven Matthews characterizes this change as “a transition from dependence 
upon social and progressive forms of living to a more ambiguous and complex sense of 
interiority within the individual who is seeking to ‘make sense’ of the contemporary world” 
(3).  Thomas Harrison goes on to connect this directly to these cultural and intellectual 
changes, noting that,    
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Positivism, realism, and naturalism appeared to have forsaken the subject they first 
intended to serve, but of which they had never really spoken: the human subject, the 
psyche, self, or however one wished to call it – the innermost truth of subjective 
experience – which was improperly reflected by historical events. 
“When religion, science, and morality are shaken,” writes Kandinsky […], 
“and when the outer supports threaten to fall, man turns his gaze from the externals to 
himself.” (1910, 15) 
 
Additionally, because these stories tend to be told from the inside out, unlike the method used 
in many realist novels and plays, modernist works tend not to involve lengthy character 
descriptions and, at their most experimental, provide no character context at all.  This is, of 
course, in line with the idea that modernist authors were attempting to portray their reality 
more accurately than realism had.  The second shift here involves the nature of modernist 
characters themselves.  As modernism develops, there is a move away from the discrete, 
well-demarcated characters of mid-19th-century realism, however complex those characters 
might be.  In many cases this means that individual characters simply become more varied 
and complex; the presentation of what a modernist would consider real characters is much 
closer to the kind of character typified by Hamlet, who can at once be petulant, unreasonably 
abusive to Ophelia, reasonably abusive to his mother, heroic, and cowardly.  One thinks here 
of Roger Shattuck’s comment on Proust’s novel, that, “[it] has no villain; his psychology is 
too subtle for so static a classification of character” (59).  At their extremes, modernist 
characters are often portrayed as inconsistent, self-contradictory, erratic and illogical, and 
here one need look no farther than Pirandello’s Father character in Sei personaggi, who 
directly states,  
Il dramma per me è tutto qui, signore: nella coscienza che ho, che ciascuno di noi – 
veda – si crede “uno” ma non è vero: è “tanti”, signore, “tanti”, secondo tutte le 
possibilità d'essere che sono in noi: “uno” con questo, “uno” con quello – 
diversissimi!  E con l'illusione, intanto, d'esser sempre “uno per tutti”, e sempre 
“quest'uno” che ci crediamo, in ogni nostro atto. Non è vero! Non è vero! (100) 
 
[The drama for me lies entirely in this, Sir: in the consciousness I have, which each of 
us has – you see – of believing oneself to be “one.”  But it is not true.  It is “many,” 
sir, “many,” according to all the possibilities of being that are within us: I am “one” 
person with this person, a different “one” with that person – all very different!  And 
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meanwhile we maintain the illusion of always being “one for everyone” and always 
“this one” that we believe we are in everything we do.  It is not true!  It is not true!]21  
 
In essence, in modernist writing the focus shifts in terms of character, but so does the nature 
of the conception of character itself.  The turning inward necessitated by the idea that the 
world is experienced subjectively, and by the corollary idea that different people essentially 
live in different worlds, leads to characters that, like Pirandello’s Father, can directly 
acknowledge that people are aware of themselves as many-sided to the point of being 
different people in different contexts. 
Along similar lines, another result of this turning inward manifests itself as a marked 
attempt to tear down the barriers between character and reader; that is, to let the characters 
themselves tell their own stories.  In this, the modernists break more directly with mid-19th-
century realist school, although far more so with French naturalisme than with Italian 
verismo, which is interested, although still in a positivistic, objective way, in examining what 
Verga refers to as “le passioni” or “the passions,” of human beings.22  There are a number of 
ways that modernist authors do this.  The most famous, which would have been far beyond 
even the most enterprising author of the verismo school, is the use of the literary technique 
stream of consciousness, sometimes referred to as “direct interior monologue.”  This well-
known technique involves disposing of the narrator entirely and shifting complete control of 
the narrative to a character’s thoughts.  The idea of relating a character’s thoughts directly 
was not exactly new in the sense that epistolary novels had been around for centuries, and it 
is even arguable that the stream of consciousness technique itself had been attempted with 
                                                 
21 This is not meant to suggest that the position that Pirandello puts forward in this passage is an “extreme” 
example.  Later Absurdist plays, taking their cue at least in part from Pirandello, will take this multifaceted 
nature of character to new extremes.  As Martin Esslin notes in The Theater of the Absurd, these later Absurdist 
plays, “are often without recognizable characters and present the audience with almost mechanical puppets” 
(21). 
22 For more on the extent to which Italian verismo can be considered a bridge between French naturalisme and 
modernism, see my “Italian Fiction at the Beginning of Modernism: Giovanni Verga, Ernst Mach and 
Positivism.”   
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varying degrees of success.23  The novelty of the technique as employed by modernist 
authors, however, has to do with the new nature of how people understood the mind to work, 
particularly with regard to the distrust of time’s linearity; this meant that modernists were 
free to take the already free-wheeling nature of the stream-of-consciousness technique to new 
levels, excluding punctuation, for instance, or following the natural “quick cuts” that occur in 
the mind.  A character like Joyce’s Molly Bloom might be ruminating on the foolishness of 
her husband in one line, but then suddenly hear a train whistle and be transported back to her 
childhood memories in the next.  The key is, of course, the swift and direct relating of 
thought to the reader.  Although it certainly gives us a sense of the trajectory of this removal 
of barriers between readers or audiences and characters, stream of consciousness, which is a 
late addition to the modernist arsenal, is of less importance to a discussion of proto-
modernism than free indirect discourse, which, unlike stream of consciousness, does not 
relate the characters’ thoughts and feelings directly.  Instead, free indirect discourse consists 
of the narrator becoming one with the character and presenting the character’s thoughts and 
feelings as his own.  Although free indirect discourse, like the stream of consciousness 
technique, had not changed as a technique since the novels of Jane Austen, in the new world 
of modernism, the implications and results of using free indirect discourse change 
significantly.  When an author like Franz Kafka, for instance, blurs the subject's first-person 
experiences with a grammatically third-person narrative perspective, it is more than just an 
economical way for him to present more nuanced character detail.  It does do that, but in light 
of the changes that come with modernism, it does a little more than that, as well.  In the first 
place, considering the “turning inward” discussed above, free indirect discourse becomes a 
                                                 
23 Various scholars identify the stream of consciousness technique as originating with Édouard Dujardin in the 
1888 novel Les Lauriers sont Coupés (see C. D. King’s article “Édouard Dujardin, Inner Monologue and the 
Stream of Consciousness” for more on this claim) or with Dorothy Richardson’s 1915 semi-autobiographical 
novel Pointed Roofs (see Joanne Winning’s The Pilgrimage of Dorothy Richardson for more).  However, there 
certainly exist pre-19th-century examples of works that utilize variations on this technique, like Laurence 
Sterne’s 1759 novel The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman. 
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prime tool for exploring a character’s inner working without the interference of either a 
narrative voice or the character’s voice.  In other words, free indirect discourse continues to 
be an economic way to present more and more nuanced character detail, but given 
modernism’s amplified interest in laying bare the inner workings of characters, this becomes 
all the more important.  Additionally, given the advent of theories of personality by Freud 
and others, and corollary questions of the continuity of self, the use of free indirect discourse 
becomes something of a metaphorical exploration of the “minds” of the narrator and of the 
character in question.  When an author uses free indirect discourse, the narrator and character 
are simultaneously present and absent, creating something of a third narrative point of view 
that might be likened to the subconscious mind.  It is almost as if the reader is learning about 
the character’s inner working by subliminal message.  Finally, in modernist literature, free 
indirect discourse can be used to make a pointed comment on the nature of the “narrator as 
character” by allowing the author to draw attention to the constructed nature of the novel.  As 
will be seen when examining Pirandello’s extensive and innovative use of this technique, the 
reader not knowing whether he is reading the character’s or the narrator’s voice in 
modernism becomes yet another blow to the conventions of the novel in which these were 
more clearly demarcated. 
In keeping with this breaking down of the lines between the narrator and characters, 
in novels and in plays, to the extent that one can discuss a “narrative point-of-view” in 
theatrical works, authors begin to reject the single, authoritative, omniscient point-of-view in 
favor of narratives that are focalized through the consciousness of a single, limited, if not 
outright flawed, character, or through the points of view of many characters, like the sort of 
Rashomon effect that Faulkner uses in The Sound and the Fury.  When modernist texts do 
have stand-alone narrators, that is, when their works are told completely through the eyes of a 
character, they tend to be unreliable, which might be considered the legacy of Edgar Allen 
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Poe, whose first-person narrators are so often lying, or insane, or simply not in possession of 
all of the facts themselves.  Such narrator-characters may also be able to intervene in the 
story, giving it a meta-textual feel.  Zeno Cosini, in Svevo’s La Coscienza di Zeno [Zeno’s 
Conscience], and Humbert Humbert, in Nabokov’s Lolita, are prime examples of narrators 
who lie to themselves and others in order to detract from their own shortcomings, 
eccentricities, and intentions.  This technique can naturally be intentional or unintentional, 
although in the case of these two examples, there is little question of the narrator’s intent.  
The reader is aware throughout Svevo’s novel, for example, that Cosini is lying to nearly 
every character in the novel, including himself, and in his “preface” to the novel, Cosini’s 
psychiatrist, Doctor S., refers to “le tante verità e bugie che (Cosini) ha qui accumulate” [“the 
many truths and lies that (Cosini) has accumulated here”] (5).  Pirandello himself uses a 
similar technique, perhaps most notably in his play Enrico IV [Henry IV], in which the main 
character, after falling from a horse and hitting his head, has lived for twenty years as if he 
were King Henry IV.  Neither the audience nor the other characters are certain for the 
majority of the play whether “Henry” is purposely misleading them or is genuinely mad.  As 
is the case in many of the techniques under discussion here, the unreliable narrator is not an 
innovation of modernism, but along with the new conception of the world as subjectively 
perceived, varied, and non-teleological, the unreliable narrator takes on a new power as a 
technical tool; the doubt that such a device injects into a narrative allows the author to call 
attention to the fact that this same doubt is not just the stuff of novels, plays, and films, but is 
now understood to exist in reality as it is experienced every day.   
In terms of plotting and structure, there is a similar renovation.  For reasons like the 
ones that drive the change in how characters are designed and implemented, modernist 
authors tend to become skeptical of linear, teleologically structured narratives that rely on 
logic and conventions that are externally imposed.  Along with the new conceptions of the 
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way that time works, as well as the acknowledgment of the individual experience as non-
continuous and fragmentary, come new ways of plotting and structuring novels and plays.  
As one might expect, given modernist author’s dedication to portraying life more as it is 
experienced than realism could, it makes sense that they would be skeptical of linear 
narratives with neat, “reader-I-married-him” resolutions, as they would be skeptical of 
dramatic set pieces clearly designed to push the narrative forward artificially.  At their most 
extreme, modernist plots, “have no story or plot to speak of,” and “often have neither a 
beginning nor an end” (Esslin 21).  The great majority of modernist authors, however, are 
less interested in removing the plot entirely, and more interested in letting a story’s natural 
internal logic guide its structure, rather than relying on the conventions of the genre.  In 
Joyce’s Ulysses, for instance, the story takes place over the course of a single day; there is no 
dramatic opening event other than Buck Mulligan shaving as he starts his day and chatting 
with his friend, and no great resolution to the story, other than Molly Bloom’s thoughts as she 
lies in bed.  In other words, the story tells itself, obeying its own non-conventional rules.  The 
modernist work may also feature chronologically non-linear passages, a fragmented or 
disjointed narrative, multiple contrapuntal plot lines, and open endings.  Non-conventional 
structures involving such features can, for example, be seen in Svevo’s La Coscienza di Zeno, 
which is presented to the reader as fragments of texts written at the behest of the main 
character’s psychiatrist, and then published against Zeno’s wishes so that the doctor can 
recoup his money when Zeno suddenly stops showing up to their meetings; it can be seen in 
Proust’s narrator jumping across great swathes of time as he explores his own past and relates 
it to his present; it can be seen in the open-ended nature of Robert Musil’s Der Mann ohne 
Eigenschaften [The Man Without Qualities]; it can be seen in the complementary, 
simultaneous scenes one finds throughout Joyce’s mature work; and it can be seen in the non-
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conventional storytelling of Franz Kafka.  In other words, modernist narrative strives to bear 
more resemblance to real life, in all of its unstructured or artificially structured chaos. 
From a strictly linguistic point of view, modernist works tend to be less ornate than 
their mid- and late-19th-century counterparts.  This makes sense in terms of the modernist 
attempt to write more realistically, but, as is indicated above and will be touched on briefly 
below with regard to L’Esclusa, spare prose is one of the hallmarks of both the French 
naturalisme and the verismo schools, especially in comparison to the florid prose of the 
decadentismo school, headed by D’Annunzio, and the elaborate linguistic constructions of 
the Romantics before them.  However, while identifying this as a characteristic only of 
modernism is not entirely accurate, it is certainly the case that the majority of modernist 
writers found overly-stylized prose and poetry to be artificial and encumbering the expression 
of the new reality. In addition to the fact that this characteristic is plainly visible in the works 
themselves, numerous critics and modernist authors have commented on the modernist desire 
to “create a window into human experience unadorned by Romantic sentimentalities, but no 
less strangely beautiful and strangely meaningful” (Murphy 504).  This stripping away of 
sentimentality is largely a linguistic task for the modernists, and a more pared-down language 
can be found throughout the modernist canon. 
Finally, the rampant experimentation in this period and attention to the role of the text 
as a tool for interpreting reality allows for an overarching innovation in terms of the way that 
authors approach and write literature; in breaking with convention so forcefully and 
purposely, modernist authors begin to manipulate texts in ways that allow them to use the 
textual construct itself as a literary device.  On the one hand, this means that there were 
acknowledgments in a novel that it was a novel, and acknowledgments in a play that it was a 
play.  However, in addition to this kind of metatextuality, authors begin to manipulate the 
form of their texts in such a way that the novel itself and the play itself almost become 
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characters.  These kinds of metatextual approaches are, like many of the techniques discussed 
above, not entirely created by the modernists.  Once again, the cultural and scientific changes 
that take place at the end of the 19th century make this scale of textual manipulation a very 
important sign of the times.  As is the case with most aspects of modernism, it is easier to 
give examples than it is to explain this phenomenon in the abstract.  The most famous 
examples of the text both being aware of itself as a text and being manipulated at the level of 
the text are not done in a subtle manner.  The reader understands from the outset that Proust’s 
narrator’s search for himself has resulted in the book that the reader is reading, but also that 
the act of reading the book is a sort of metaphor for that journey.  Pirandello’s “characters” in 
Sei personaggi descend on the set of another Pirandello play, which is being rehearsed, and 
the extent to which “real” people are more real than characters in plays is precisely the 
subject of the play.  Indeed, the audience is told throughout the play that they are watching a 
play by Luigi Pirandello.  These themes and innovative techniques proved so jarring in this 
newly understood world that the play caused what essentially amounted to riots at its 1921 
premiere in Rome.  The author is winking at the reader or spectator throughout, reminding 
her that she is reading a novel or watching a play, but also using the structure of the novel or 
play as an important tool in getting the message across.   
These and similar techniques are clearly the result of some of the innovations 
discussed earlier in this chapter regarding the nature of how individuals perceive reality and 
how that reality can be manipulated.  Significantly, this abrupt refusal on the part of many 
modernist authors to abide by the conventions of their genres, the constant attempt to adhere 
instead to Ezra Pound’s ultimate rallying cry of modernism, “Make it new!”, make this 
period one in which it made more sense than ever before to manipulate the most basic 
foundations of the genres themselves and to examine the epistemological role that art plays in 
our lives.  In doing so, modernist authors take these ideas to a new extreme by demonstrating 
 
 64 
that included on the list of constructs to be examined and ultimately restructured or rejected 
entirely are the very genres in which they are working.  Nothing is off-limits. 
Pirandello Modernist 
 
It is not bold to claim that Luigi Pirandello was a modernist author.  His later work is 
nearly universally seen as a part of the movement, and he is regularly mentioned in scholarly 
works along with such modernist luminaries as Joyce, Proust, Svevo, Musil and Kafka.  
Although the body of work examining Pirandello’s modernity in light of the scope of 
modernism defined thus far is already truly massive, it is helpful as a way of laying the 
groundwork for the study of L’Esclusa to take a brief look at the ways in which Pirandello’s 
more mature works are considered modernist.   
In 1921, Pirandello revolutionizes theater with Sei personaggi in cerca d’autore, in 
which characters who have been abandoned by their author interrupt a theater company as 
they begin a rehearsal of Pirandello’s 1918 play, Il giuoco delle parti [The Rules of the 
Game].  These characters demand to be heard, arguing for the validity of their own existence, 
begging the theater director and cast to provide a framework in which their purposes as 
characters can finally be fulfilled.  In this sense, Sei personaggi is an excellent example of the 
manifestation of modernism in drama.  As we have seen, the Father in the play clearly and 
openly acknowledges the fragmented nature of every individual’s existence, a concept that is 
inherent in modernism.  Sei personaggi also addresses interiority, uses spoken Italian that is 
decidedly not in the grand language of the theater, introduces characters who are “messier” 
and more real than the characters in plays written in previous periods, and uses a structure 
that is ultimately open-ended and remains unresolved.   
Although this and other plays by Pirandello do not feature the extreme fragmentation 
of narrative that will come with the Pirandello-inspired Absurdists and with the post-
modernists, we certainly see here an examination of the structures by which human beings 
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define themselves, and an acknowledgment of their inadequacy.  Pirandello the modernist is 
far more interested in making sure that “fragmented selves are given centre stage” than he is 
in decentering the text or abandoning structure altogether (Dombroski, “Pirandellian 
Nakedness,” 131).  The stage play itself is a statement on the blurred lines between what is 
real and what is imaginary.  In it, Pirandello primarily addresses the extent to which human 
beings are responsible for creating their own realities and their own identities as individuals, 
much in the way that authors create plots and characters, and he also reflects on the difficulty 
of doing that within the structures of society.  In Sei personaggi, for example, the reader is 
presented with a fragmented world in which the search for meaning is always accompanied 
by the very real possibility that there is and can be no meaning other than the meaning 
individuals ascribe themselves; as the Father notes,  
Farle vedere che noi […] oltre la illusione, non abbiamo altra realtà, è bene che anche 
lei diffidi della realtà sua, di questa che lei oggi respira e tocca in sé, perché – come 
quella di ieri – è destinata a scoprirlesi illusione domani. (134) 
 
[I only want you to understand that if we (…) have no other reality except for that of 
our own illusion, it is perhaps right that you also should distrust your own sense of 
reality, distrust the truth of what you touch and breathe in, because – like the reality of 
yesterday – you are destined to discover tomorrow that it is an illusion.]   
 
The world of Sei personaggi is a world in which language, rather than helping the characters 
to understand and explain the world, only brings home the extent to which their reality is 
unknowable and communication is impossible:  
Ma se è tutto qui il male!  Nelle parole!  Abbiamo tutti dentro un mondo di cose; 
ciascuno un suo mondo di cose!  E come possiamo intenderci, signore, se nelle parole 
ch'io dico metto il senso e il valore delle cose come sono dentro di me; mentre, chi le 
ascolta, inevitabilmente le assume col senso e col valore che hanno per sé, del mondo 
com'egli l'ha dentro?  Crediamo d'intenderci; non c'intendiamo mai! (93) 
 
[But there’s the whole problem!  In the words!  All of us have inside ourselves a 
whole world of things; each of us a world of things all his own.  And how can we 
understand one another, Signore, if in the words I speak I put the meaning and the 
value of things as I myself see them, the way they are inside of me, while the one who 
listens inevitably interprets them according to the meaning and the value that he sees 
in them, as they are in the world he has inside of himself?  We think we can 




Indeed, by the end of the play the reader/spectator is asked to question his own identity, as 
when the Father looks the director in the eyes and asks, “Ci pensi bene.  [….] Mi sa dire chi è 
lei?” [“Think about it (....) Can you say with certainty who you are?”] (133).   And so with a 
single, crashing blow, Pirandello brought modernism to the theater.  Dramatic as this 
statement seems, it is true from the point of view of the play’s reception; after inspiring 
booing and riots in Rome, the play opened successfully in Milan, and almost overnight, it 
seems, became a European sensation, sparking a new age of theater.  I have focused on Sei 
personaggi because of its position as the first of Pirandello’s plays of this kind, and the one 
with the most lasting impact, but one could look at any of the plays of this period and find 
similar themes and devices; all of the “theater plays,” Sei personaggi, Enrico IV [Henry IV, 
1922], Ciascuno a suo modo [Each in His Own Way, 1924], Questa sera si recita a soggetto 
[Tonight We Improvise, 1930] and others, address these and related questions and topics, and 
all feature prominent metatheatrical components. Other plays of this period that predate the 
“theater” plays and so lack this component, works like Liolà [Liola, 1916] and Così è (se vi 
pare) [Right You Are (if you think so), 1917], abound in questions of identity, of the 
subjective nature of our reality, of our inability or unwillingness to challenge or even to 
reflect upon social and familial structures, and of the relativity of truth. 
Pirandello does not, however, only address these decidedly modernist concerns in his 
plays; his mature novels also demonstrate these and other hallmarks of modernism.  In 
Quaderni di Serafino Gubbio, for instance, the title character and first-person narrator, who 
operates a movie camera, openly acknowledges the deeply fragmented world he and his 
contemporaries live in, as well as the tendency of technology to alienate human beings from 
their surroundings.  In passages that call to mind Walter Benjamin’s “The Work of Art in the 
Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” Pirandello reflects upon the mechanization of the modern 
world, noting that, “Servo la mia macchinetta, in quanto la giro perché possa mangiare.  Ma 
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l’anima, a me, non mi serve.  Mi serve la mano, cioè serve alla macchina” [“I serve my 
machine, inasmuch as I turn it so that I can eat.  But I don’t need to have a soul.  I only need 
to have a hand, or rather the machine needs that”] (8).  He even goes so far as to identify 
himself entirely by his relationship to his camera, repeating numerous times over the course 
of the novel, “Sono una mano che gira una manovella” [“I am a hand that turns a crank”] (39, 
among others).  Although Quaderni, along with the later Uno, nessuno e centomila [One, No 
One and One Hundred Thousand, 1926], in which the protagonist wrestles with the 
realization that he is composed of multiple selves, is easily classifiable as modernist, Il fu 
Mattia Pascal [The Late Mattia Pascal, 1904] is the work that most clearly marks a move 
toward modernism.  In Il fu Mattia Pascal, which The Literary Encyclopedia rather boldly 
claims, “is universally considered one of the earliest and most significant works of European 
modernism,” Pirandello for the first time in his career provides a sustained exploration of an 
individual personality as it seeks to break free of the constraints placed upon it by society.  
The title character, who is again both the protagonist and the first-person narrator of the story, 
finds himself in an unhappy circumstance: his inheritance and the woman he loves have both 
been stolen from him, he despises his work, and although his two young daughters bring him 
joy, his marriage, complete with a nagging mother-in-law, is miserable.  When his children 
die prematurely, Mattia decides to escape, and after a series of almost picaresque 
misadventures, he ends up in Monte Carlo, where he wins a small fortune.  While reading a 
newspaper on his journey home, he realizes that the body of a drowned man has been 
discovered in his home town, and he learns, to his great joy, that his wife and mother-in-law 
have identified the corpse as his.  He has officially been declared dead.  Mattia begins life 
again under the assumed identity of Adriano Meis, and he settles in Rome.  Eventually 
Mattia/Adriano, spurred by a series of crises precipitated by the fact that his new life is 
essentially a lie, fakes the death of his Adriano persona and returns to his previous life, which 
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proves difficult as everyone in his former life has moved on.  Mattia, like Svevo’s Zeno 
Cosini, is a man full of anxieties and contradictions, who routinely talks himself into and out 
of situations that are at once comic, tragic, and deeply existential.  The novel amounts to an 
extended reflection on the nature of identity, both in terms of how human beings are defined 
by their society, and how they define themselves psychologically, two means of definition 
that Pirandello finds to be closely interconnected.  Il fu Mattia Pascal is Pirandello’s first 
successful exploration of the impossibility of living freely without being crushed by the rules 
that human beings have imposed upon themselves that is told from the point of view of the 
individual character, and as such, it marks a clear shift in his work.  Furthermore, in Mattia 
Pascal Pirandello addresses what Dombroski identifies as “themes which will subsequently 
serve to characterize his entire production,” among which Dombroski counts, “the game of 
roles in life, and the theory of multifold truth,” as well as “what is to become his most 
important motif: the personality as incoherent and disjointed and its existence as an entity 
capable of being molded into various shapes by the many events which act upon it” 
(“Review” 296).  From this novel on, Pirandello is no longer interested in issues concerning 
the objective representation of the world and instead focuses entirely on the inner working of 
human being.24  Future novels, including Suo marito [Her Husband, 1911], Quaderni, and 
Uno, nessuno e centomila will fall into a similar mold in the sense that all will, to some 
degree, explore the themes of psychological relativism, the failure of communication, and 
human inability to live freely in a society. 
 
 
                                                 
24 More than one critic has pointed out that Pirandello’s 1913 novel I Vecchi e i giovani [The Old and the 
Young], in which he reverts to many of the themes and stylistic features of his earlier “Sicilian” novels, can be 
viewed as an exception to this trajectory.  See, for example, Anne Paolucci’s “Sicilian Themes and the 
Restructured Stage: The Dialectic of Fiction and Drama in the Work of Luigi Pirandello.”  Such easy 
identifications of a linear trajectory, however, are not are not to be trusted regarding any author’s career, and 





Before moving onto a more direct discussion of L’Esclusa and its relationship to 
modernism, it is worthwhile to take a closer look at Pirandello’s specific philosophy of 
modernism as iterated in his non-fiction writing.  Among Pirandello’s many statements of his 
philosophy of art and its relationship to reality, the one that is most prominent is his 1908 
treatise L’Umorismo [On Humor].  Put simply, Pirandellian umorismo is an awareness that 
there is a gulf between reality and the individual’s perception of reality, what Daniela Bini 
refers to as the unresolvable “dichotomy between life and thought” (Bini 23).  The idea is that 
because human beings, unlike lower orders of animals, have consciousness, the unique ability 
to reflect on life, they are able to “see [themselves] in the act of living,” a state that Pirandello 
referred to as “vedersi vivere” (literally, “to see oneself living”) (Armao 55).  This ability 
necessarily puts one at odds with his surroundings, that is, with the world outside of the mind, 
as he is forced to juxtapose himself to the world around him, and to reflect on the 
incongruities between his perception of himself and his perception of the world around him.  
The act of being aware of this essential juxtaposition, which Pirandello refers to as 
“l’avvertimento del contrario” [“the perception of the opposite”], is the foundation for both 
the comic [“la comicità”] and for humor [“l’umorismo”], both of which exploit such 
juxtapositions in order to provoke laughter, pointing out the incongruities between the way 
that people view themselves in relation to the reality of their surroundings (L’Umorismo 
125).  The comic writer stops there, for he has achieved his goal by using this incongruity of 
perception to make people laugh.  The work of the humorist, however, has only just begun.  
The humorist’s job at this point is to explain the factors at work, the hidden meanings, the 
psychology, and so on, behind the incongruity, which is where the key act of reflection 
comes in.  When an author explores and reflects upon these in a work of literature, both he 
and the reader or spectator can gain insight into the way the world really works, the true 
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nature of reality, which Pirandello argues is ultimately disordered, full of chaos and rife with 
unforeseeable events and circumstances that defy the paltry and constructed ideas of order 
that have been constructed by its inhabitants to explain it.  Pirandello refers to this state of 
being as the “sentimento del contrario” [the “feeling of the opposite,” (emphasis added)] and 
notes that it allows for a greater understanding of the human condition (126).   
In addition to being the clearest explanation Pirandello gives of his own poetics, 
L’Umorismo is also an important statement of what Jonathan Druker calls Pirandello’s 
“modernist foray into the realm of the self” (56).  In Pirandello’s theory, one finds all the 
hallmarks of modernism described above.  The world in which the author is operating here is 
a fragmented, arbitrary world, in which reality and appearance are always necessarily at odds.  
In this world, an individuals must recognize that his relationship to reality is in a state of 
constant flux, that the world as he perceives it is really a system of constructs, that the only 
way “forward” is constantly to be manipulating his gaze to deconstruct these masks and 
artifices.  As Ann Caesar notes, 
Being a humorist is no joke; in the absence of God, in the absence of any certainties, 
of any significance, [Pirandello’s] umoristi have seen through all those concepts we 
hold dear.  Concepts such as “normality” or “individuality” or “identity” depend on 
the barriers and limits that we ourselves have imposed on our individual and 
collective consciousness.  We structure life, we order it, we impose time, coherence, 
and meaning—and they are all delusions.  The humorist’s materials are those 
structures that we hold in place to protect ourselves from the abyss that we spend our 
lives tiptoeing around and pretending not to see. (179) 
 
What is rarely discussed is the extent to which the ideas explored in L’Umorismo had been 
addressed by Pirandello in his earlier writings.  In order to stay true to the established 
timeline of modernism, there is an extent to which critics and scholars have recast the 
arguments provided in L’Umorismo as something of an epiphany when this is far from the 
case; the core of L’Umorismo’s modernism is, in fact, present in Pirandello’s writing 
stretching at least as far back as 1893, the very year that L’Esclusa is written.  There are 
multiple reasons scholars have cast L’Umorismo in this light. In the first place, there is little 
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question that L’Umorismo presents a more streamlined, developed, concentrated look at these 
ideas than his earlier writing had.  More important, however, is the fact that Pirandello’s 
artistic output cannot be rightfully considered modernist until at least the publication of Il fu 
Mattia Pascal,25 and arguably not until his forays into the theater in the late 1910s and early 
1920s; because the work itself that Pirandello was producing in the 1890s was not, strictly 
speaking, modernist, and indeed because modernism was not quite yet a thing, it is hard to 
see any of the early essays as a modernist manifesto.  
A look at Pirandello’s earlier non-fiction output is telling on this score, however, as 
he writes a number of critical essays, articles, and book reviews written in the 1890s that can 
easily be read as presaging his modernism and that indicate at the very least that 1908 was by 
no means a watershed year for his understanding of these ideas.  “Arte e coscienza d’oggi” 
[“Art and the Conscience of Today”] written in 1893 when Pirandello was twenty-six years 
old, is the earliest piece of formal writing in which the author lays out his philosophical 
understanding of the modernist “new world” described above.  In it, he bemoans human 
beings’ loss of their privileged place in the universe and hearkens back to a simpler time, 
when the earth was “l’ombelico d’una sconfinata creazione” [“the center of a boundless 
creation”], a time when it was possible for every human being to believe in a god who had 
created everything in its right place for us and to be assured of the existence of an afterlife 
(189-190).  It was a world in which values were fixed, and people were, in a word, certain of 
things.  He asks, “Che è divenuto l’uomo?  Che è divenuto questo microcosmo, questo re 
                                                 
25 It is perhaps notable here that the first edition of L’Umorismo bore the dedication, “alla buon’anima—di 
Mattia Pascal—bibliotecario” (“to the good soul—of Mattia Pascal—librarian”).  From a critical point of view, 
Anthony Caputi, for example, notes that “The Late Mattia Pascal is the closest of the longer works to the central 
content of Umorismo” (Caputi 47).  In “Il fu Mattia Pascal: Dalle fonti chamissiane e zoliane alla prima 
struttura narrative di Luigi Pirandello,” Piero Cudini also makes a strong argument for the novel having inspired 
the essay.  Bini, among others, agrees, and cites Salvatore Guglielmino’s drawing of parallels between the two 




dell’universo?” [“What has become of man?  What has become of this microcosm, this king 
of the universe?] (191). 
Crollate le vecchie norme, non ancor sorte o bene stabilite le nuove; è naturale che il 
concetto della relatività d’ogni cosa si sia talmente allargato in noi, da farci quasi del 
tutto perdere l’estimativa. Il campo è libero ad ogni supposizione. L’intelletto ha 
acquistato una straordinaria mobilità. Nessuno più riesce a stabilirsi un punto di vista 
fermo e incrollabile. I termini astratti han perduto il loro valore, mancando la comune 
intesa, che li rendeva comprensibili. Non mai, credo, la vita nostra eticamente ed 
esteticamente fu più disgregata. (196) 
 
[The old norms have crumbled, but the new ones have not yet been produced, or are 
not well established.  It is natural that the concept of the relativity of all things has 
been so widespread among us that we have almost lost our ability to measure.  The 
field is wide open to any supposition.  The intellect has acquired an extraordinary 
flexibility.  It is no longer possible for anyone to establish a point of view that is fixed 
and indestructible.  Abstract terms have lost their value due to the lack of the common 
understanding that once rendered them comprehensible.  Never before, in my opinion, 
has our ethical and aesthetic life been more atomized and disordered.] 
 
The importance of this sentiment, and its role in shaping Pirandello’s artistic production, 
cannot be overstated. There is little question, however, that “Arte e coscienza d’oggi” offers 
what Anthony Caputi, in Pirandello and the Crisis of Modern Consciousness, calls “a 
textbook account of […] the modern temper” (15).  Even if it is not a modernist statement in 
its own right – in it Pirandello is more interested in identifying the gravity of the situation 
than he is in suggesting ways to deal with it – it certainly points in the direction of 
modernism and serves as an early acknowledgment of the ideas that would lay the 
foundations of both the modernist movement and of Pirandello’s own umorismo.   Caputi 
goes on to note that, “the great importance of ‘Art and Consciousness Today’ […] is that [it] 
focus[es] the crisis of values as substantially a crisis of consciousness” (15).  In other words, 
the concerns that Pirandello voices in this essay are modernist concerns about a “new world” 
that is a modernist world.  Even if Pirandello and other artists have not yet begun to respond 
to this crisis stylistically in the ways that they will after the turn of the century, the basic 
problem of modernism has been laid out.  Pirandello himself will, naturally, go on to flesh 
out this and related ideas in later essays, culminating with L’Umorismo, and will do so more 
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literally in his plays and novels.  In “Rinunzia,” for instance, an essay published in 1896 that 
is very much a continuation of “Arte e coscienza d’oggi,” he notes for the first time ideas that 
are often repeated by his characters, referring to consciousness as “un’aspra continua 
discordia di voci” [“a harsh, continuous discord of voices”] and asserting that “noi non 
abbiamo e forse non potremo aver mai una nozione precisa della vita; bensì un sentimento, e 
quindi mutabile e vario” [“we do not, and perhaps will not ever be able to have a precise 
notion of life; but rather just a feeling, and thus mutable and variable”] (“Rinunzia” 126, 
128).  By 1893, however, Pirandello has already established in “Arte e coscienza d’oggi” the 
philosophy that Bini, Dombroski and others acknowledge will remain constant throughout his 
life and work, one based on the fundamental duality of life and form. 
In the final paragraph of “Arte e coscienza d’oggi” Pirandello describes what he sees 
when he looks at the world, given the changes that are being wrought around him; 
A me la coscienza moderna dà l’immagine d’un sogno angoscioso attraversato da 
rapide larve or tristi or minacciose, d’una battaglia notturna, d’una mischia disperata, 
in cui si agitino per un momento e subito scompaiano, per riapparire delle altre, mille 
bandiere, in cui le parti avversarie si sian confuse e mischiate, e ognuno lotti per sé, 
per sua difesa, contro all’amico e contro il nemico.  Mi par che tutto in lei tremi e 
tentenni. (202-203) 
 
[For me, modern consciousness appears as a disturbing dream, traversed by swift 
phantoms that are at times sad and at times threatening; a nocturnal battle, a desperate 
melee in which thousands of flags are waved for a moment and quickly disappear, 
only to be replaced by others, in which the battling sides are confused and jumbled, 
and everyone fights for himself, for his own defense, against friend and foe alike.  
Every part of it, it seems to me, trembles and falters.] 
 
Writing about this very passage, Dombroski notes that, “the event of this dream is the advent 
of modernity: perpetual disintegration and renewal, struggle and contradiction, ambiguity and 
anguish.  The world has been shattered into a multitude of fragments, incommensurable 
private languages” (“Pirandellian Nakedness” 127).  Romano Luperini adds that, 
Non è una descrizione, questa: è già una poetica.  Il moderno si presenta a Pirandello 
come una sorta di montaliano “ossimoro permanente”, in cui i contrari convivono, si 
sovrappongono, s’intrecciano, non è più possibile distinguere nettamente vero da 
falso e in cui, quindi, lo scrittore può solo dare espressione a tale “continuo cozzo di 
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voci discordi”.  In questa pagina si affaccia già una poetica della discordanza e della 
contraddizione, assai diversa da quella concezione organicista dell’arte, classica ma 
per molti versi anche romantica, che da parti diverse, attraverso Carducci ma anche 
attraverso De Sanctis e Capuana, e infine a Bonn attraverso Goethe, aveva pure 
influenzato la sua formazione.  Si tratta di due posizioni diverse sull’arte che a lungo, 
nell’ultimo decennio del secolo e nei primi anni del nuovo, Pirandello tenterà, con 
alterni risultati, di conciliare. (Pirandello ch. 2) 
 
[This is not just a description: it is already a poetics.  The modern presents itself to 
Pirandello as a sort of Montalian “permanent oxymoron,” in which opposites can 
coexist, overlap, and interweave, in which it is no longer possible to clearly 
distinguish true from false, and in which, therefore, the writer can only give 
expression to a “continuous collision of discordant voices.”  On this page Pirandello 
is already putting forward a poetics of discord and of contradiction that is so very 
different from the organicist concept of art – classical but in many ways also 
romantic, and which he had received from many different sources; from Carducci but 
also from De Sanctis and Capuana, and finally from Goethe while in Bonn – which 
had also influenced his formation. These are two different positions on art that for a 
long time, over the course of the last decade of the century and in the early years of 
the new one, Pirandello will attempt, with varying results, to reconcile.] 
 
This is not meant to assert that in 1893 Pirandello had managed to “reconcile” these things, 
nor that the poetics that Luperini identifies have yet to meet with anything other than 
“varying results.”  However, scholarly claims that Pirandello’s modernism only really begins 
with the publication of Il fu Mattia Pascal, or L’Umorismo, or with Sei personaggi, are not 
presenting the whole picture.  Even if he were not able to address them fully until later in his 
career, as early as 1893 Pirandello was struggling with and attempting to address the 
problems of modernism.  It is precisely in this climate that he writes L’Esclusa, and although 
it is clearly not a modernist novel in the sense we have come to define the term, it shares 
many of the hallmarks of modernism with Pirandello’s later work, and it is useful to examine 





Chapter 3.  L’Esclusa “Proto-modernist” 
 
Realism with a Difference   
 
To be very clear, it is decidedly not the argument here that L’Esclusa is a work of 
modernism.  It is the argument that although critics have routinely considered L’Esclusa to be 
too influenced by Capuana and Verga to be anything close to modernist, L’Esclusa has its 
feet firmly planted in both worlds.  It is admittedly difficult, however, to identify the novel as 
such at first blush.  On the one hand, in his 1907 letter to Luigi Capuana, Pirandello boldly 
and clearly states that the novel subscribes entirely to Pirandello’s theory of humor outlined 
above.  He notes specifically that because of the “forcibly sporadic” nature of reading a 
serialized novel, he doubts that readers of the 1901 publication of L’Esclusa were able to 
realize “la parte più originale del lavoro: parte scrupolosamente nascosta sotto la 
rappresentazione affatto oggettiva dei casi e delle persone; al fondo insomma essenzialmente 
umoristico del romanzo” [“the most original part of the work; the part that is scrupulously 
hidden under the completely objective representations of persons and events; in sum, the 
essentially humoristic core of the novel.”] (L’Esclusa 176).  Pirandello goes on to 
characterize the novel in terms that seem more applicable to his later output.  He notes that 
his aim is to focus on, 
[…] i tanti ostacoli improvvisi, gravi o lievi, che nella realtà contrariano e limitano e 
deformano i caratteri degli individui e la vita. La natura senz’ordine almeno 
apparente, irta di contraddizioni, è lontanissima, spesso, dalle opere d’arte, in cui tutti 
gli elementi, visibilmente, si tengono a vicenda e a vicenda cooperano, e che perciò 
mostrano una vita troppo concentrata da un canto, troppo semplificata dall’altro. Nella 
realtà vera le azioni che mettono in rilievo un carattere non si stagliano forse su un 
fondo di vicende ordinarie, di particolari comuni? E queste vicende ordinarie, questi 
particolari comuni, la materialità della vita, insomma, così varia e complessa, non 
contraddicono poi aspramente tutte quelle semplificazioni ideali e artificiose? non 
costringono ad azioni, non ispirano pensieri e sentimenti contrarii a tutta quella logica 
armoniosa dei fatti e dei caratteri concepiti dagli scrittori? E quante occasioni 
imprevedute, imprevedibili, occorrono nella vita, ganci improvvisi che arraffano le 
anime in un momento fugace, di grettezza o di generosità, in un momento nobile o 
vergognoso, e le tengon poi sospese o su l’altare o alla gogna per l’intera esistenza, 
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come se questa fosse tutta assommata in quel momento solo, d’ebbrezza passeggera o 
d’incosciente abbandono? (177) 
 
[(…) the many unforeseen obstacles, both serious and less serious, that oppose and 
limit and deform the characters and the lives of individuals.  Nature, without – or at 
least apparently without – order and full of contradictions, is often very far from 
works of art in which all of the elements visibly cohere and cooperate with each other.  
Thus they show a life too concentrated on the one hand, and too simplified on the 
other.  In real life aren’t the actions that make a character stand out portrayed against 
a background of ordinary events and common details?  And these ordinary events, 
these common details – the materiality, in sum, of life in all its variation and 
complexity – do they not severely contradict all of those ideal and artificial 
simplifications?  Do they not force people to act?  Do they not inspire thoughts and 
feelings that contradict all of that harmonious logic of the facts and of the conceived 
by authors?  How many unforeseen and unforeseeable events occur in life, sudden 
hooks that tear at our souls for a fleeting moment, of meanness or generosity, in a 
noble or shameful moment, and then holds them suspended, whether on the altar or in 
the stocks, for their entire existence, as if their lives could be summed up by that 
moment only, of passing drunkenness, say, or of reckless abandon?] 
 
Setting aside for the moment the extent to which he succeeds in achieving these aims with 
this novel, the aims themselves are clear, and could easily be applied to Il fu Mattia Pascal or 
even Sei personaggi; Pirandello wishes to move away from the kind of novel that describes 
an orderly, rational world, in which characters face obstacles and overcome them by means 
of their own free will.  He wishes to move L’Esclusa toward modernism by making it more 
clear that Marta and Rocco are conditioned by and responding to the social and familial 
structures that are already in place in their lives, rather than acting of their own volition.  He 
ends his dedication with the claim that he has completely revised the novel to make all of this 
more clear to the reader. 
There is certainly an argument to be made that the revisions that Pirandello makes to 
the text between 1901 and 1927 do amplify this humoristic aspect of the novel, and nudge it 
closer to modernism.  Critics like Nino Borsellino have supported Pirandello’s claim by 
pointing out that in the definitive edition, there is, in fact, an increased focus on Marta and 
Rocco’s lack of autonomy in the face of the paternalistic systems that control their lives.  
Borsellino in particular cites what appears to be the desire for redemption driving Marta’s 
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actions, an impetus one would expect to find in a naturalist novel, but which later turns out to 
be guilt over the death of her father, which she expresses as a desire to replace him as 
breadwinner and pater familias (27).  The modernist overtones of the changes that Pirandello 
makes aside, however, Borsellino does ultimately argue that the novel is not a good example 
of Pirandello’s umorismo, noting specifically that, “la vicenda di Marta e Rocco […] sembra 
determinate da condizionamenti diversi da quelli che definiscono il soggettivismo umoristico 
di altri personaggi pirandelliani” [“The story of Marta and Rocco (…) seems to be 
determined by a sort of conditioning that is different from that which defines the humorous 
subjectivism of other Pirandellian characters”] (Ritratto 26).  He goes on to indicate that 
uncovering the modernism of the novel requires extensive excavation of the revisions to the 
text that Pirandello made over the course of these years, and states that, “[…] questa ‘parte 
scrupolosamente nascosta’ è resa visibile solo dalla stratigrafia dell’opera, cioè dall’esame 
degli strati compositivi, dalla prima edizione a quella definitive, del 1927” [“(…) this 
‘scrupulously hidden part’ of the novel is only rendered visible by the stratigraphy of the 
work, that is, by the examination of the constituent layers, from the first edition to the 
definitive 1927 edition”] (27).26    
Most critics are more direct, however, in their contention that Pirandello’s L’Esclusa 
is much more closely linked to mid-19th-century realism than his letter would have us 
believe.  In the first paragraph of his introduction to the Mondadori edition of the novel, 
Marziano Guglielminetti notes that Pirandello “interpret(a) il suo romanzo nella chiave 
dell’umorismo” [“comes to interpret his novel as ‘humoristic’”] only retrospectively, and 
goes on to say that “la quale è valida, in realtà, a partire dal fu Mattia Pascal (1904) e 
riguarda specialmente Uno, nessuno e centomila (1925), ma non è così totalizzante, com’egli 
stesso volle far credere” [“in reality, that claim is only true starting with Il fu Mattia Pascal, 
                                                 
26 See the chapter entitled “Stratigrafia dell’Esclusa” in his 1983 book Ritratto di Pirandello, pp. 151-172. 
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and is especially true of Uno, nessuno e centomila; the claim is not so totalizing as he would 
have liked to believe”] (v).  Guglielminetti is not alone; most critics link L’Esclusa to 
verismo.  Walter Starkie sees L’Esclusa as “a continuation of Capuana’s work in style and in 
matter,” and Glauco Cambon notes that despite Pirandello later adding to the canon of the 
modernist novel, L’Esclusa is “still heavily indebted to Verga,” and adds that in it Pirandello 
operates “strictly within the naturalist mode he had inherited from his fellow-islanders Verga 
and Capuana and their French contemporaries” (Starkie 65, Cambon 338).  Borsellino refers 
to Capuana’s novels Profumo and Giacinta, and the short story “Ribrezzo,” as being “tra le 
opera più prossime all’Esclusa” (“among the works that are closest to L’Esclusa”) (Ritratto 
27).  There are many reasons for these comparisons, and they are, to a degree, merited.  
L’Esclusa is heavily indebted to these novels; Pirandello’s introduction to long-form 
narrative fiction is at the knee of Capuana and Verga, and it would be next to impossible not 
to read that influence in L’Esclusa.  Beyond the biographical fact that the incident that sparks 
Marta’s being cast out of her home – her receiving letters from the potential suitor Gregorio 
Alvignani – is based, as I have mentioned above, on an incident that really happened 
involving the poet Mario Rapisardi discovering that his wife was in the possession of 
amorous letters from Verga himself, the subject matter of this novel resembles the kinds of 
stories the veristi were interested in telling, and so shares many themes with those stories and 
novels.  In the opening of Chapter 1, the plot of L’Esclusa is clearly inspired at least in part 
by Capuana’s 1879 verista novel Giacinta, in which the title character is, like Marta Ajala, 
unjustly judged by her society for circumstances that are beyond her control (Giacinta is 
raped, Marta wrongly accused of adultery); Santi Buscemi notes in the introduction to his 
translation of Il Marchese di Roccaverdina that in Giacinta, Capuana “insist(s) on subjecting 
his title character to influences of a reality that is inimical to human prospects,” a description 
that could just as easily be applied to Marta (11).  Indeed, it is worth mentioning that just as 
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Capuana named his novel after its wronged female protagonist, Pirandello’s original title for 
L’Esclusa was Marta Ajala.  The plot of L’Esclusa is perhaps even more directly related to 
Capuana’s 1885 short story “Ribrezzo,” which features an innocent woman accused of 
adultery who, after having been rejected by her father and her community, ends up 
committing the act for which she was initially condemned.27  The themes explored in these 
Sicilian veristi novels and short stories that preceded the writing of Pirandello’s novel – the 
Sicilian code of honor, the idea of the wronged woman, the theme of what Borsellino refers 
to as “il tema dell'ossessione paterna” [“the theme of paternal obsession”] – are certainly 
present in L’Esclusa, and given Pirandello’s historical proximity to versimo, not to mention 
his friendship with Capuana and admiration of Verga, these similarities are understandable 
(Ritratto 27).28  There are also numerous stylistic comparisons that can be made.  One of the 
reasons that Pirandello’s novel was so easy to categorize as verista is that it simply reads like 
one, particularly in Part I.  In referring to the street scenes in Part I, Chapter 9 of L’Esclusa, 
for instance, Starkie notes “the exact Verist description of village scenes,” and Radcliff-
Umstead adds that over the course of the novel, “true to the principles of Verism, Pirandello 
avoided direct intervention into the narrative, which seems to create itself” (Starkie 67, 
Radcliff-Umstead 130).  
The situation is, however, more complicated than it initially appears; although these 
critics are not wrong, what they are missing in identifying the novel as essentially a work of 
verismo is that it contains many of the seeds of modernism.  Interestingly, this can be seen in 
some of these critical works themselves.  Although critics overwhelmingly place L’Esclusa in 
the verismo camp, it is telling that in many of the critical analyses in which they do so, in 
some cases, even those that do so most adamantly, the same critics also often soften their 
positions and point out that there are notable stylistic and, in some cases, even thematic, 
                                                 
27 Sarah D’Alberti provides an excellent analysis of Capuana’s story on pages 42-43 of Pirandello Romanziere. 
28 Borsellino argues in particular that the reason that Sidora’s opening scene is cut is to shift the focus of the 
novel to the fathers (Ritratto 155-160).   
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differences between L’Esclusa and veristi novels and short stories.  Starkie notes that 
although in L’Esclusa, Pirandello demonstrates that “he has the same eye for the vivid scene 
as Verga,” he concedes that the younger author paints these scenes in a far more complex 
way, and does not share Verga’s “simplicity” (68).  After asserting that the novel is “strictly 
within the naturalist mode,” Cambon goes on to compare L’Esclusa favorably with the more 
squarely “humoristic” Mattia Pascal, noting that the character “Mattia Pascal is in turn a 
fictional rebirth of Marta Ayala with the added ingredient of humor” (339).  Radcliff-
Umstead, who in fairness is very clear about the differences between L’Esclusa and the 
associated works of verismo, follows his assessment of L’Esclusa as “true to the principles of 
Verism” with the statement that “even with his efforts to preserve a Veristic impersonality, 
the writer expressed his own polemical attitude by the manner with which he structured 
certain key scenes” (131).  These are correct assessments of the novel, but they also indicate 
that bold critical statements linking Pirandello’s early output with Capuana and Verga are, in 
fact, overstatements, that the verismo of a novel like L’Esclusa is mitigated by its looking 
forward to something different.   
L’Esclusa and Modernist Technique 
 
Although Dombroski, Borsellino and other critics do not go into much detail 
regarding the technical aspects of the work, in addition to holding and expressing ideological 
positions that are consistent with his later modernism, Pirandello also uses techniques in the 
novel that can be identified as precursors to the techniques identified as modernist outlined in 
the previous chapter, like stream of consciousness, narrative intervention, and non-
teleological narrative construction.  The fact that critics, including Dombroski, have not 
examined L’Esclusa from this point of view in any sort of detail is not a surprise; even if it is 
true that Pirandello’s modernist motives were clear from very early on, there is very little 
question that it took him several decades to realize the best ways to express these ideas.  
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Indeed, numerous critics, including Dombroski and Armao, have commented on this 
trajectory, which moves from the more verista third-person narration of the early short stories 
and the more complex third-person narration featured in L’Esclusa, to the more identifiably 
modernist first-person narration of Mattia Pascal and the successful realization of his vision 
in the metatheatrical works of the 1920s.  In this sense, it can be argued that L’Esclusa is not 
readily categorizable as either verista or modernist.  If we are going to examine the extent to 
which the novel is modernist from an ideological point of view, however, it also seems 
natural that we look at the stylistic features, an examination of which, in fact, turns up a 
number of techniques that very clearly look forward to the ideas laid out in L’Umorismo, as 
well as to modernism in a more general sense. 
The first and most obvious practical connection between L’Esclusa and Pirandello’s 
modernist worldview involves one of the most memorable and repeated images in all 
pirandelliana; the initial illustration that Pirandello provides in L’Umorismo when he first 
lays out his theory of humor and delineates between it and the comic.  Pirandello writes, 
Vedo una vecchia signora, coi capelli ritinti, tutti unti non si sa di quale orribile 
manteca, e poi tutta goffamente imbellettata e parata d’abiti giovanili.  Mi metto a 
ridere.  Avverto che quella vecchia signora è il contrario di ciò che una vecchia 
rispettabile signora dovrebbe essere.  Posso così, a prima giunta e superficialmente, 
arrestarmi a questa impressione comica.  Il comico è appunto un avvertimento del 
contrario.  Ma se ora interviene in me la riflessione, e mi suggerisce che quella 
vecchia signora non prova forse nessun piacere a pararsi così come un pappagallo, ma 
che forse ne soffre e lo fa soltanto perché pietosamente s’inganna che parata così, 
nascondendo così le rughe e la canizie, riesca a trattenere a sé l’amore del marito 
molto più giovane di lei, ecco che io non posso più riderne come prima, perché 
appunto la riflessione, lavorando in me, mi ha fatto andar oltre a quel primo 
avvertimento, o piuttosto, più addentro: da quel primo avvertimento del contrario mi 
ha fatto passare a questo sentimento del contrario.  Ed è tutta qui la differenza tra il 
comico e l’umoristico.” (126) 
 
 [I see an old woman with dyed hair, all plastered into place with who-knows-what 
horrible pomade; she is clumsily made-up and dressed in a younger woman’s 
clothing.  I start to laugh.  I perceive that that old woman is the opposite of what a 
respectable older woman should be.  I could stop at this first superficial impression, 
which is a comical one.  The comic is, in fact, precisely that, a perception of the 
opposite.  But if now I begin to reflect on that old woman, and my reflection suggests 
that she in fact takes no pleasure in dressing in that way, like a parrot, and perhaps 
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that she is distressed by it and does it only because she pitifully deceives herself into 
believing that by dressing herself up in that way, hiding her wrinkles and white hair, 
she may be able to hold on to the love of her much younger husband.  And now I can 
no longer laugh as I did before, precisely because my reflective faculty has forced me 
to move beyond that first impression, or better, it has forced me to go more deeply 
into it: from that initial perception of the opposite I have been forced to shift to this 
feeling of the opposite.  And it is entirely in this that we find the difference between 
the comic and humor.] 
 
In Chapter 1 of L’Esclusa, the reader is introduced to the new serving woman of the 
Pentàgora household, whose name is Popònica, but who is called “Epponìna” by Antonio 
Pentàgora.  
Ed ecco la signora Popònica, coi capelli color tabacco di Spagna, unti non si sa di 
qual manteca, gli occhi ammaccati e la bocca grinzosa appuntita, entrare tentennante 
su le gambette, forbendosi le mani piccole, sconciate dal lavoro, in una giacca smessa 
del padrone, legata per le maniche intorno alla vita a mo' di grembiule. La tintura dei 
capelli, l'aria mesta del volto davano a vedere chiaramente che quella povera signora 
caduta in bassa fortuna avrebbe forse desiderato qualcosa di più che il disperato 
amplesso di quelle maniche vuote. 
Subito Antonio Pentàgora con la mano le fe' cenno d'andar via: non c'era più 
bisogno di lei, poiché Rocco non voleva cenare. Quella inarcò le ciglia, sbalzandole 
fin sotto i capelli, distese su gli occhi dolenti le pàlpebre cartilaginose, e andò via, 
dignitosa, sospirando. (5) 
 
[In came little Signora Popònica.  Her hair was the color of Spanish tobacco and 
plastered in place with who-knows-what pomade; her eyes were so heavily made-up 
that they looked bruised, and her mouth was painted into sharp creases.  She entered 
wobbling on her little legs and wiping her tiny, work-gnarled hands on a cast-off 
jacket, which was tied by the sleeves around her stained smock, serving as a 
makeshift apron. Her dyed hair and melancholy expression showed at once that this 
poor, fallen woman ached to be held by more than just those empty sleeves.   
Antonio Pentàgora immediately gestured for her to withdraw; she was no 
longer needed, since Rocco didn’t want any dinner.  She raised her eyebrows until 
they nearly reached her hairline, extending her fleshy eyelids over her melancholy 
eyes, and left the room sighing, with a dignified air.] 
 
There can be little question that the 1893 description serves as the inspiration for – or at least 
as a fine exemplar of – the 1908 description in L’Umorismo, and it makes Pirandello’s claim 
to Capuana that L’Esclusa is, at its core, “humoristic” seem more plausible.  In many ways, it 
could be argued that this is not a fully realized “humoristic” treatment of Signora Popònica.  
As Pirandello indicates in the passage from L’Umorismo cited above, the goal of the 
“humoristic” reader is to reflect on the image the author provides, and thereby to move 
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beyond the obviously comic attribute of this character.  In this passage from L’Esclusa, the 
reader is not really given the chance to engage in this kind of reflection with regard to this 
character as she disappears from the room and is never heard from again.  This is by no 
means meant to suggest that Pirandello is using Signora Popònica to comic effect here.  The 
fact that “her dyed hair and melancholy expression showed at once that this poor, fallen 
woman ached to be held by more than just those empty sleeves” is more than enough 
indication that Pirandello’s intentions are otherwise.  And in fact, despite her brief 
appearance in the novel – she is present for precisely two paragraphs – the practical effect 
that Pirandello achieves in this passage is most certainly humoristic.  While we see a deeper 
and more extended treatment of the tragedy of some of the other characters in the novel, in 
this opening scene of the novel the dark setting, the behavior of the men in the room, and so 
on, give us a snapshot of the life of Signora Popònica that encourages the reader to reflect on 
how living with Antonio Pentàgora has affected her and might, indeed, affect any woman, 
including Marta, who subjects herself to him or his sons, including Rocco.  In a sense, then, 
Popònica is an excellent of example of Pirandello’s umorismo in that she provides a sort of 
baseline for our understanding of the predicaments of both Marta and Fana; despite her brief 
physical presence in the novel she allows us to retroactively reflect on the central conflict of 
the novel, and, as the story unfolds, to get a true “sentimento del contrario.” 
As the novel progresses, we are given more narrative time with the other examples of 
umorismo featured in the novel, like the senile mother and aunt of Falcone, whom we meet in 
Part II, Chapter V.  This is a long, descriptive passage, but worth reproducing in its entirely. 
Le due sorelle, facendo casa comune, dopo la morte dei loro mariti, non 
avevano voluto privarsi di nessuna masserizia appartenente alla propria casa maritale: 
donde quell'inutile abbondanza: ingombro più che ricchezza. 
Nella loro stolidaggine le due vecchie non ricordavano più d'aver avuto 




- Perché non muori? - si domandavano contemporaneamente sul muso, ogni 
qual volta s'incontravano appoggiate alla spalliera delle seggiole con le quali si 
strascinavano a stento per le camere. 
Vivevano separate l'una dall'altra, ai lati opposti della casa. E di tanto in tanto, 
lungo la giornata e spesso anche durante la notte, l'una domandava all'altra, facendo 
un verso lungo e lamentoso: 
- Che ora è? 
E l'altra invariabilmente rispondeva con voce lunga e cupa: 
- Sett'ooòre! 
Sempre sett'ore! 
A qualche vicina che saliva in casa per ridere alle loro spalle, le due vecchie 
consigliavano, levando le braccia e scotendo in aria le mani aggrinzite: 
- Maritatevi! Maritatevi! 
Pareva non ci fosse per loro altro scampo, altra salvezza nella vita. E sapeva 
loro mill'anni che il giorno sospirato delle nozze giungesse alla fine. Ma l'altra, ahimè, 
l'altra non voleva morire! E frattanto si facevano acconciare, parare dalle vicine con 
gli abiti del loro bel tempo; e le vicine sceglievano apposta quelli di stoffa più chiara, 
i più goffi, i più antichi e stridenti con la vecchiezza delle due povere dissennate; e 
siccome i corpetti andavano loro adesso troppo larghi, legavano alla vita a questa un 
boa spelato, a quella un gran nastro; e fiori di carta mettevano loro in capo e foglie di 
cavolo o di lattuga e capelli finti, e poi cipria in faccia, o imporporavano loro le gote 
squallide, cascanti, con uva turca: 
- Così! così sembra proprio una ragazzina di quattordici anni! 
- Sì, sì... - rispondeva la vecchia, gongolando, ridendo con la bocca sdentata 
davanti allo specchio e forzandosi a tener ferma la testa, perché l'edificio di quella 
acconciatura non crollasse. - Sì, sì, ma chiudi subito l'uscio! Adesso egli verrà, e non 
vorrei che quella lì lo vedesse entrare... Chiudi! chiudi! 
Matteo Falcone, rincasando, le trovava spesso così goffamente mascherate, 
immobili sotto l'incubo dell'enorme acconciatura. 
- Oh mamma! 
- Va' di là, va' di là! tua madre è di là! - gli rispondeva stizzita la madre 
mascherata. - Io non ho figli! Ventott'anni ho... Non sono maritata... 
E così pure gli rispondeva la zia, per cui egli aveva anche rispetto e 
compatimento filiale. 
- Ventott'anni... Non sono maritata! 
Alla zia però sorgeva e pesava tante volte il sospetto, non fosse Matteo 
veramente suo figlio; poiché a quando a quando nella memoria ottenebrata le si 
ridestava un vago senso del dolore provato tanti e tant'anni addietro per la perdita 
dell'unico suo figliuolo. 
- Ma come! - le dicevano le vicine. - Se lei non ha mai avuto marito? 
- Sì, eppure... eppure Matteo, forse, è figlio mio, - rispondeva la vecchia 
sorridendo maliziosamente, con aria di mistero. - forse! 
- Ma come? 
La vecchia allora attirava per un braccio la vicina e le diceva all'orecchio: 
- Per virtù dello Spirito Santo! 
E una gran risata. (113-114) 
 
[The two sisters, his mother and his aunt, had opted to live together after the 
deaths of their respective husbands, but neither was willing to give up a single stick of 
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furniture from her original home, hence this useless abundance, more an encumbrance 
than a treasure. 
In their senility, the two old women no longer remembered having ever had 
husbands, and each firmly believed she was waiting for the death of the other, at 
which time she could finally marry some imaginary suitor. 
– Why won’t you die? – they would ask each other simultaneously, right to 
each other’s faces, every time they met each other, as each clung to the back of one of 
the house's numerous chairs for support.  And so, chair to chair, they made their way 
around the house. 
They lived their lives completely separate from each other, at opposite ends of 
the house.  And every so often, over the course of the day, but also often at night, one 
would ask the other in a long mournful wail,  
  – What time is it? 
  And the other invariably answered in a drawn-out, somber voice, 
  – Seven o’clooooooooooock! 
  It was always seven o’clock! 
 And whenever some neighbor woman would climb out onto her terrace to 
laugh at them behind their backs, the two old women would raise their arms in the air 
and shake their wrinkled hands at her, admonishing, 
  – Why aren’t you married!  You need to get married! 
 It seemed to them that there was no other refuge in life, no other salvation.  
And each of them had known for a thousand years that her much-awaited wedding 
day would arrive eventually.  But alas, the other one refused to die!  In the meantime, 
they would have their neighbors dress them up and adorn them with dresses in the old 
style, from their heyday.  And the neighbors naturally chose dresses of fabrics that 
were the most garish, most laughable, the oldest and most out of tune with the old age 
of the two senseless old birds.  Because the gowns were far too large now for their 
shriveled bodies, they would tie a mangy boa around the waist of one, or a wide 
ribbon around the waist of the other.  And the poor, senseless old things would put 
paper flowers in their hair, along with cabbage leaves and lettuce leaves and false 
curls, and cake their faces in powder, or redden their sunken, ruined old cheeks with 
blush. 
  – Just look at you!  You look like a fourteen-year-old girl! 
 – Yes, yes… – the old woman would respond, delighted, laughing with her 
toothless mouth in front of the mirror and trying hard to keep her head still so as to 
avoid letting the fine edifice balanced on her head collapse.  – Yes, yes, but close the 
door quickly!  Because he is coming, and I don’t want her to see him come in….  
Close it!  Close it quickly! 
When Matteo Falcone came home from work, he often found them awkwardly 
and garishly costumed in this way, neither of them able to move under the weight of 
hair and trimmings. 
  – Oh, mother! 
 – Go over there!  Go over there!  That’s your mother over there!  – his irritated 
mother would respond from underneath her costume.  – I don’t have any children!  
I’m just twenty-eight….  I’m not married….  
And his aunt, for whom he also had filial respect and compassion, would 
respond in exactly the same way. 
  – Only twenty-eight….  I’m not married! 
 In his aunt, however, there arose and often weighed on her the dark suspicion 
that Matteo really was her son, for from time to time in her benighted memory, there 
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stirred a vague sense of loss.  This was caused, in fact, by the loss of her only son, 
many, many years previous. 
– But how can that be! – the neighbors asked her.  – If you have never had a 
husband? 
– Yes…, And yet…. And yet perhaps Matteo is my child, – the old woman 
would respond, smiling maliciously, and with an air of mystery.  – Perhaps! 
  – But how? 
 The old woman would take the neighbor by the arm, draw her in close and 
whisper in her ear, 
  – By the blessing of the Holy Spirit! 
  And she would burst into peals of laughter.] 
 
As in the previous example, this passage is certainly not comic in the Pirandellian sense, and 
indeed is arguably deeply unsettling.  Additionally, as was the case with the description of 
Popònica, the fact that Falcone’s mother and aunt only appear in this one scene does not give 
the reader as much of a chance to reflect upon their characters.  As was also true of the 
previous example, however, this description is very much what Pirandello describes in 
L’Umorismo in the sense that we are encouraged to reflect on how living in this home with 
these two women has affected Falcone, whose worldview and relationship to reality is one of 
the more interesting in the novel.  By being allowed a glimpse into the senility and weak-
mindedness of his mother and aunt, the reader is given a chance to better comprehend and 
reflect upon Falcone’s extremely nihilistic understanding of the nature of reality, and to feel 
something akin to the sentimento del contrario as regards Falcone himself.  In a larger sense, 
this description also encourages the reader to make connections between Falcone’s mother 
and aunt and the other marginalized women in the novel.  Like Popònica, but also Sidora and 
Fana Pentàgora and, most obviously, Marta, these women are marginalized, made into 
figures of fun by their community, and enslaved by the systems – most obviously marriage 
and religion – that they inhabit.   
Although the scenes with characters that resemble the “signora vecchia” that 
Pirandello invokes in L’Umorismo are perhaps the most obvious examples, there are 
numerous other “humoristic” aspects of the novel.  Once again, although a handful of critics 
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have commented on this fact in passing, Dombroski is the clearest and most useful in this 
regard.  In “The Functions of Humor and Paradox in Pirandello’s L’Esclusa,” he provides 
numerous examples of scenes that can be characterized as adhering to Pirandello’s later 
views, noting specifically that, “the humoristic core of L’Esclusa consists precisely in the 
way Pirandello disassembles the various unities that regulate the mechanism of social norms 
on which the surface narrative is constructed” (398).  This involves taking a complex 
situation that is composed, as Pirandello would say that any real-life situation is, of a set of 
interrelated emotions and circumstances, and decomposing it, exposing the contradictions 
and paradox around which the situation revolves.  As indicated above, it is arguable that the 
whole structure of the novel, which is based on a single paradox, that Marta’s innocence is 
not in line with her punishment by her community, is in this sense humoristic.  In fact, there 
are many different scenes and characters that can be identified as humoristic along these 
lines.  Contradictions that arguably are the foundation of L’Esclusa frequently surface in the 
novel: Marta, for example, is innocent but deemed guilty; she is the most talented and 
intelligent of her peers, but is not allowed to hold a job; and one of the most reflective and 
sensitive characters, Falcone, who is a teacher of art, is trapped in a disfigured body.  Along 
these lines, one of the most notable scenes, and one of the few that Dombroski singles out for 
attention, is the final scene of the novel, in which Signora Fana Pentàgora dies as Rocco 
gives Marta his forgiveness, a scene that involves “a tightly knit complex of tragic, comic, 
pathetic, and melodramatic elements that give form to the whole dramatic structure of the 
paradox on which the story revolves” (399).  By stripping these away into their component 
parts, Pirandello exposes the “absurdity” of the paradox, and thus the scene is patently 
humoristic.  The result is that “through the dying woman’s presence, husband and wife are in 
fact reunited, but in a way that causes the reader to reflect humoristically on tragic irony and 
paradox.  (….)  Here Pirandello has us dwell not only on the tragedy of his characters, but on 
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their parody and caricature as well” (“Philosophical” 371).  This scene, like the many others 
in L’Esclusa that Dombroski cites in these essays, are squarely humoristic, indicating that 
despite Pirandello’s not having fully conceptualized his theory of humor in 1893, as indicated 
above with regard to the essay “Arte e coscienza d’oggi,” the ideas are present, and the 
author’s later claim that there is umorismo at the core of these very early works seems like 
less of an argumentative leap. 
Speaking specifically to the techniques that one associates more directly with 
modernism, L’Esclusa provides a number of examples.  As indicated above, there is little 
question that compared to the style of character presentation utilized in verismo, Pirandello is 
more intent on introducing his characters by allowing his readers to hear them speak and 
watch them in action.  Although in L’Esclusa there is a great deal of description, it tends to 
be of dramatic scenes rather than of characters, and there are whole chapters, like Part I, 
Chapters 11 and 12, that are devoted entirely to dialogue, a nod, perhaps, to his later career as 
a dramatist.   
In terms of the related modernist tendency to “turn inward,” that is, to focus on the 
internal working of characters rather than describing them from the outside, in addition to the 
more general sense in which Pirandello does this in L’Esclusa, he also utilizes specific 
techniques to emphasize this interiority, while breaking down the barriers between character, 
narrator, and reader.  The first and most prominent of these is his use of free indirect 
discourse.  Free indirect discourse, as indicated above, is a technique that Pirandello 
unquestionably learns from Capuana and Verga, who utilize it in an attempt to apply French 
Naturalist techniques to human passioni.  Pirandello’s use of this device, however, is far 
more varied and ubiquitous than that of any verista author.  There are literally hundreds of 
individual examples – essentially any time a character is the focal point of a scene, he or she 
gets this treatment – and many critics, including Borsellino, have commented on the ubiquity 
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of this technique in L’Esclusa.  This has the effect, as it did for the veristi, of putting the 
reader into the mindset of the character and allowing the reader into his or her mental world, 
but unlike Verga’s use of the technique in Mastro-don Gesualdo, in which the author uses 
free indirect discourse to this effect more or less exclusively with the protagonist, here 
Pirandello’s use of it with nearly every character allows for a much wider variety of 
psychological interactions with each character: the fact that we get to hear Marta’s own 
thoughts on her own innocence, Signora Agata’s frustration with the wrong-headedness of 
her husband, and Alvignani’s deepest desires interjected into narrative description makes 
whole sections of L’Esclusa read more like a psychological novel than the work of verismo 
so many claim it to be. 
Additionally, Pirandello combines this technique with another hallmark of modernism 
– the shift in narrative point of view – in a way that looks forward to the quick cuts of an 
author like James Joyce.  This has the effect of throwing the narrative off balance in an 
interesting and extremely modern way as is evident in the following scene in Part I, Chapter 
11, in which Marta has arrived to take the teacher qualification examinations at her old 
school.  Again, this is a long scene, but it is worth walking through the narrative shifts.  The 
reader begins this passage inside the apartment, as Signora Agata and Maria rush to help get 
Marta dressed and to brush her hair in preparation both for exiting the apartment and facing 
the public, and for presenting herself for the exams at her old school.  As Agata and Marta 
leave, the narrative perspective lingers in the apartment, and for a moment the reader sees 
through Maria’s eyes as she watches her mother and sister walk down the street:  
Scesero finalmente la scala e s'avviarono strette fra loro, mentre Maria, dietro i 
vetri della finestra, le seguiva cogli occhi, trepidante.” (67)  
 
[They finally went downstairs, and they walked straight ahead, side by side, 
while Maria, behind the glass of the front window, nervously followed them with her 




The perspective suddenly shifts to become Agata’s, whose height and size make her 
uncomfortable in public now that her family has been publically shamed, but then quickly 
shifts back to that of Marta, who is anxious about seeing her old classmates: 
La signora Agata avrebbe voluto essere almeno della metà men alta di statura, 
per non attirare tanto gli sguardi della gente e passare inosservata; correre in un 
baleno quella via che le pareva interminabile. Marta invece pensava all'incontro con le 
antiche compagne, e non si dava col pensiero tanta fretta di sottrarsi alla via. (67) 
   
[Signora Agata wished that she were half as tall as she was, so as not to attract 
so many glances, and to pass by unobserved, or that she could run in a flash down that 
interminably long street.  Marta, on the other hand, was thinking of the imminent 
encounter with her old schoolmates, and was in no hurry to get there.] 
 
Once they arrive at the school, the dialogue with Signora Sabetti interrupts the assignment of 
the narrative point of view for a time, and then, when Signora Sabetti notes that her daughter 
Eufemia will be taking the exam with Marta, the perspective moves to become Marta’s, and 
she reflects upon her relationship to Eufemia:   
Arrivarono per le prime al Collegio. 
  - Oh signorina bella! Come mai? Qua di nuovo? Guarda come s'è fatta grande! 
Oh faccia rara... - esclamò la vecchia portinaja, gestendo, dall'ammirazione espansiva, 
con la testa e con le mani. 
  (….) 
  Dopo un minuto la vecchia portinaja tornò di corsa dicendo: 
- Anche mia figlia Eufemia dà oggi gli esami con lei, signorina Marta!  
  (….) 
Eufemia Sabetti era stata, fin dalle prime classi, compagna di scuola di Marta, 
quantunque maggiore almeno di sei anni. Cresciuta nella scuola, in mezzo a 
compagne molto superiori a lei di condizione, aveva assunto una cert'aria signorile 
che formava l'orgoglio della madre, la quale poi lo scontava a costo d'innumerevoli 
sacrificii. Eufemia, è vero, dava del tu a tutte le compagne, portava il cappellino, 
aveva tratti e lezii da vera «signorina»; ma era pur rimasta nella considerazione delle 
compagne la figlia della portinaja. Le compagne veramente non glielo spiattellavano 
in faccia: no, poverina! ma glielo lasciavano intendere o dal modo con cui le 
guardavano la veste e il cappellino, o col piantarla lì qualche volta per prestare ascolto 
a un'altra delle loro. Ed Eufemia faceva le viste di non accorgersene, per mantenersi 
in buoni rapporti con esse. (67-68) 
 
[They were among the first to arrive at the college. 
 – Oh, signorina bella!  What’s this?  You’ve come back?  My how you’ve 
grown!  And that pretty face of yours…. – exclaimed the old caretaker woman, 
gesturing extravagantly with her head and hands to express her expansive admiration. 
  (….) 
  After a minute, the old caretaker returned from her errand, and said: 
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  – My daughter Eufemia is also taking the exams with you today, Marta! 
  (….) 
  From the very start, Eufemia Sabetti and Marta had been classmates, 
 although she was older than Marta by at least six years.  She had grown up in 
the school, among a group of students of a much higher social status than she was, 
and had learned from them a certain air of civility that made her mother 
immeasurably proud.  Indeed, her mother had paid for that satisfaction with numerous 
sacrifices.  Eufemia, it is true, spoke to her classmates with the familiar “tu,” wore 
hats, and had the manners and affectations of a real “lady.” But still, in their eyes she 
remained a janitor’s daughter.  They did not rub her nose in it, of course…no, the 
poor thing!  But they did make it clear, whether in the way they looked at her clothes 
and her hat, or in the way they would occasionally drop her in the middle of a 
conversation and crowd around another one of their own kind.  And Eufemia 
pretended not to notice any of this.  She wanted to stay friends with them.] 
 
When Eufemia suddenly enters the room, the description becomes neutral, but when Eufemia 
sits and begins to ask Marta embarrassing questions about her social circumstance the point 
of view subtly returns to being that of Marta:   
- Oh Marta! Che fortuna! - esclamò entrando e accorrendo a baciar l'amica, 
senza impaccio. Salutò, ridendo, la signora Agata, e sedette sul divano, lasciando in 
mezzo Marta. - Che fortuna! - ripeté. - Come va? Qua di nuovo con noi? E farai gli 
esami? 
Era bruna, magrissima, miserina nella veste latt'e caffè, guarnita di nero. 
Parlando fremeva tutta, agitava continuamente le pàlpebre su gli occhietti vivi da 
furetto; ridendo scopriva la gengiva superiore e i denti bianchissimi. 
Cominciavano di già le domande imbarazzanti. E bisognava pur rispondere 
alla meglio alle più discrete; le altre però che restavano negli occhi d'Eufemia 
costringevano le parole di Marta a non esser sincere. (68) 
   
[– Oh Marta!  What luck! – she exclaimed as she ran into the room greeting 
Marta with a kiss, unembarrassed.  Smiling, she greeted Signora Agata and sat down 
on the sofa, so that Marta was in between them.  – What luck! – she repeated.  – How 
are you?  What’s new?  And you’re really taking the exams? 
She was dark and very thin, a tiny little thing in her café-latte colored, black-
trimmed dress.  When she spoke, her whole body trembled, and she continually 
fluttered her eyelids over her beady eyes, which shone like a ferret’s.  When she 
laughed, she showed her gums and her incredibly white teeth. 
The embarrassing questions began right away, and Marta felt she had to 
respond, at least to the more discrete ones.  The other questions, though, the ones she 
saw in Eufemia’s eyes, made Marta more evasive.] 
 
In a series of point-of-view shifts that is among the most cinematic in the novel, the 
perspective then shifts to Agata’s, and the “camera” follows her out of the room as she 
leaves, passing the whispering girls, none of whom, save Mita Lumìa acknowledge her:   
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La signora Agata si alzò. 
  - Io torno a casa, Marta. Ti lascio con l'amica. Coraggio, figliuole mie! 
Uscendo dalla sala d'aspetto, vide nell'atrio un crocchio di signorine in abiti 
gaj d'estate, tra le quali riconobbe alcune antiche compagne di Marta. Queste tacquero 
a un tratto e abbassarono gli occhi mentr'ella passava. Nessuna la salutò: una sola, 
Mita Lumìa, le rivolse un lieve cenno del capo. (68-69). 
 
[Signora Agata stood up. 
– I’m going home, Marta.  I will leave you with your friend.  Courage, little 
ones! 
  As she left the waiting room, she saw in the atrium a cluster of young 
girls in bright summer dresses, among whom she recognized some of Marta’s old 
schoolmates.  They suddenly went quiet and lowered their eyes as she passed.  No one 
acknowledged or greeted her.  One girl only – Mita Lumìa – gave her a slight nod of 
the head.] 
 
After Agata’s departure, however, the reader’s eye stays with the girls as they gossip and 
complain about Marta, and Mita defends her:   
La vecchia portinaja aveva loro annunziato la venuta di Marta. 
  - Badate, ci vuol faccia tosta! - diceva una. 
  - Io, per me, non entro, - dichiarava un'altra. 
  E una terza: 
  - Che viene a fare con noi? 
  - Oh bella, gli esami: potete impedirglielo? - rispondeva Mita Lumìa, 
urtata anche lei, ma non così accanita come le altre. 
- Va bene; ma accanto a lei, - protestava una quarta, - non seggo, neanche se il 
direttore stesso viene a impormelo! 
  E una quinta diceva a Mita Lumìa: 
  - Se non sappiamo neppure come dobbiamo chiamarla! Pentàgora? Ajala? 
 - Oh Dio! Chiamatela Marta, come la chiamavamo! - rispose la Lumìa 
infastidita. (69) 
 
[The old caretaker woman had announced to the girls that Marta had 
 come.  
  – What nerve! – said one. 
  – Well, I refuse to go in, if she’s there – said another. 
  – What has she come here for? – asked a third. 
 – Oh, to take the examinations, of course.  What, do you want to stop her from 
taking them?  – responded Mita Lumìa, who was also shocked, but not as worked up 
as the other girls. 
– Fine, but I’m not sitting next to her – protested a fourth – not even if the 
director himself orders me to! 
  And a fifth said to Mita Lumìa: – We don’t even know what to call her!  
 Pentàgora?  Ajala? 





We then suddenly jump back to the interior scene of Marta talking with Eufemia, which 
marks a return to Marta’s point of view, where we remain as the girls who had been waiting 
outside file in, and Mita and Marta greet each other, concluding the chapter:   
Nello stesso tempo Marta, con amaro sorriso, diceva alla Sabetti: 
  - Chi sa che dicono di me... 
  - Lasciale cantare! - le rispose Eufemia. 
 Irruppero e attraversarono la sala quattro del crocchio, di corsa, senza volgere 
gli occhi al divano. 
Marta, quantunque grata in fondo alla Sabetti della compagnia che le teneva, 
non poteva tuttavia sottrarsi a un senso d'avvilimento nel vedersela accanto; non per 
sé, ma per quelle pettegole che la vedevano insieme con quella lì, accolta cioè dalla 
figlia della portinaja. 
  Si alzarono. Entrò in quella Mita Lumìa senza fretta. 
  - Oh, Marta... Come stai? 
  E tentò un sorriso e porse la mano, molle molle. 
  - Cara Mita... - rispose Marta. 
  E rimasero lì un breve tratto senza saper dire una parola di più. (69) 
  
  [At that very moment, Marta, with a bitter smile, was saying to Eufemia: 
  – Who knows what they’re saying about me out there…. 
  – Let them talk all they want!  – responded Eufemia. 
  Suddenly four of the little group burst in and crossed the room almost 
 running, without so much as a glance at the sofa. 
As grateful as Marta was deep down to Eufemia for the company, she 
 couldn’t entirely overcome a sense of humiliation at being seen sitting next to 
her; not for herself, but for those gossips that saw the two of them together, saw  her 
accepted, that is, only by the janitor’s daughter. 
  They got up.  Just then Mita Lumìa came in, unhurried. 
  – Oh, Marta….  How are you? 
  And she attempted a smile and held out a soft, damp hand. 
  – Dear Mita…. – responded Marta. 
  And they just stood there for a moment without knowing what more to say.] 
 
There are numerous scenes in the novel that exhibit this degree of perspective shift, and 
although not all of these shifts utilize free indirect discourse – in this example only a few do – 
there is little question that what Pirandello is doing in such scenes is much closer to the 
multiple narration of the modernists than it is to the more-or-less singular narrative voices of 
the veristi.  
Along these same lines, although Pirandello does not utilize stream of consciousness 
in L’Esclusa, he does approach it in numerous scenes in this novel.  This also breaks down 
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those barriers between character, narrator, and reader.  In Part II, Chapter 3, after having 
encountered Rocco and Madden in the rain as Falcone declared his love for her, Marta 
reflects on her inability to escape her unjust punishment. 
Un altro pugno di fango. La persecuzione ancora, da lontano. Calunnie ancora 
e villanie. 
Marta si levò da sedere tutta vibrante d'ira e di sdegno, con gli occhi 
lampeggianti d'odio. 
Innocente, per essersi difesa con inesperienza da una tentazione, nonostante la 
prova della sua fedeltà: in compenso, l'infamia; in compenso, la condanna cieca del 
padre! e tutte le conseguenze di essa aggiudicate poi come colpe a lei: il dissesto, la 
rovina, la miseria, l'avvenire spezzato della sorella; e poi l'infamia ancora, il pubblico 
oltraggio d'una folla intera senza pietà, ad una donna sola, malata, vestita di nero. 
Aveva voluto vendicarsi nobilmente, risorgere dall'onta ingiusta col proprio ingegno, 
con lo studio, col lavoro? Ebbene, no! Da umile, oltraggiata; da altera, lapidata di 
calunnie. E questo, in premio della vittoria! E amarezze, ingiustizie, e quell'esistenza 
vuota per sé, esposta alle brame orrende d'un mostro, ai gracili, timidi desiderii d'un 
povero di spirito, alle pettorute vigliaccherie di quell'altro: sassi, spine ovunque, per 
quella via lontana dalla vita.  
  Fu scossa da due picchi all'uscio. E la voce di Maria: 
  - A tavola, Marta. (109) 
 
[So, another fistful of mud.  Still attacked, even from far away.  More slander, 
more malice. 
Marta rose from her seat, quivering with rage and contempt, her eyes flashing 
with hatred. 
In spite of her innocence, here she was, judged guilty again.  And for what?  
For naively defending herself from temptation in the first place!  Guilty despite the 
proof of her fidelity!  The result?  Infamy.  The result?  The blind condemnation of 
her father!  And then all of the consequences that followed that had also been deemed 
her fault: the collapse of her family, their ruin, the fall into poverty, her sister’s 
shattered future… and more!  A whole crowd’s pitiless public insulting of an innocent 
old woman, a sick woman dressed in widow’s black.  She had wanted to vindicate 
herself in noble fashion, to pull herself up from this undeserved disgrace by dint of 
her own intelligence, with hard work and study.  But no!  Her humility was met only 
with more insults.  Her pride was met only with the public stoning of slander.  This 
was her reward, the prize for her hard-won victory!  Bitterness, injustice and that 
meaningless existence of hers.  Exposed to the horrifying desires of a monster, 
exposed to the pathetic, timid longings of a weakling, exposed to the pompous 
cowardice of the other.  Oh, stones and thorns everywhere on that long road leading 
away from life…. 
  She was startled by a knock at the door.  And then the voice of Maria, 
  – Dinner, Marta.] 
 
Pirandello uses a similar technique in Chapter 6 of Part II, when Marta reflects on the letter 
she has just received from Alvignani, who has just arrived in Palermo. 
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Ma perché doveva essere una vittima, lei? lei che aveva vinto? Una morta, lei 
che faceva vivere? Che aveva fatto, lei, per perdere il diritto alla vita? Nulla, nulla... E 
perché soffrire, dunque, l'ingiustizia palese di tutti? Né l'ingiustizia soltanto: anche gli 
oltraggi e le calunnie. Né la condanna ingiusta era riparabile. Chi avrebbe più creduto 
infatti all'innocenza di lei dopo quello che il marito e il padre avevano fatto? Nessun 
compenso dunque alla guerra patita: era perduta per sempre. L'innocenza, l'innocenza 
sua stessa le scottava, le gridava vendetta. E il vendicatore era venuto. 
  Gregorio Alvignani era venuto. Era a Palermo. (117) 
 
[But why did she have to be a victim?  She, who had won, who had beaten 
them?  Was she dead, she who made others live?  And what had she done to lose the 
right to live?  Nothing…nothing….  Why suffer, therefore, the flagrant injustice of 
everyone?  And not only their injustice, but their insults and slander as well.  That 
unjust condemnation could never be repaired now.  Who now could believe her to be 
innocent after the way her husband and father had behaved?  There would be no 
recompense, then, for the war that they had waged against her, no reparation.  She 
was lost forever.  But innocence, her innocence, shook her, crying out for vengeance.  
And the avenger had arrived. 
  Gregorio Alvignani had come.  He was in Palermo.] 
 
In some senses these scenes and others like them – the scene in Part I, Chapter 4, in which 
Marta reflects on her actions vis-à-vis Alvignani’s letters, and in Part I, Chapter 8, in which 
Marta reflects on the nature of her own guilt as she kneels in church, waiting to confess are 
excellent examples – can be read more as an example of extended, highly developed free 
indirect discourse, punctuated, perhaps, by the lack of the use of the first-person singular.  
Such passages do, however, allow the reader to have a far more direct look into the mind of 
Marta than other examples of that technique tend to provide, and in this sense, it shares more 
with the stream of consciousness technique; in both cases one notes that perfunctory nature of 
the narrator, who is barely present at all.  Interestingly, unlike authors who use similar 
techniques in later works, here Pirandello once again seems bent on keeping his reader off-
balance in terms of narrative point of view.  In the two cases above, as in the handful of other 
instances we see similar techniques being utilized in L’Esclusa, almost as soon as the narrator 
begins to share Marta’s thoughts more directly, those thoughts are interrupted.  In the first 
example, the interruption is by Maria, calling Marta back to dinner and to her familial duties, 
and in the second example, the narrator interrupts, pulling the reader back to his point of view 
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with the news that Alvignani has arrived in Palermo.  It is important to note that in scenes 
like these Pirandello provides a sort of proto-stream of consciousness via his narrator that is 
unlike anything he would have learned from the veristi, and which can clearly be construed 
as proto-modernist. 
Additionally, despite Radcliff-Umstead’s indication that Pirandello’s narrator 
maintains the impersonality of the veristi and does not intervene in the text, this is not, in 
fact, the case (130).  Although his interventions are few and far between, there are certainly 
moments in L’Esclusa in which we hear a narrative voice that is not only descriptive, but that 
also relates the narrator’s sentiments.  This is, of course, closely related to free indirect 
discourse, but at points in the novel it occurs when there is no character in the novel to whom 
the discourse could be attributed, or at least when character attribution is ambiguous.  The 
poem presented in Part II, Chapter 3 of L’Esclusa constitutes such a narrative intervention, 
but there are less ambiguous examples as well.  There are several small instances, as when 
the narrator negatively judges Paolo Sistri’s ineptitude at running the tannery by noting that 
although he is now in charge of the operation, he is really only “sotto l'imbrigliatura d'uomo 
d'affari” (“dressed up as a businessman”) (31), and in Part II when he negatively judges 
Pompeo and Nusco.  There are, however, longer, more developed interventions as well, as 
when the narrator makes the oddly specific remark about the director of Marta’s new school 
in Palermo, noting that, 
Tutto nella vita, su la terra, per la vecchia signora (…) era fatto per la gioventù e per 
far sospirare i poveri vecchi. E dicendo ciò sorrideva: ma chi sa da qual fondo 
d'amarezza affiorava quel sorriso. Da vecchia, ella ormai non era brutta, anche perché 
si dimostrava così affabile e buona; ma da giovane non aveva dovuto esser bella. 
Tanto maggior merito, dunque, per la sua bontà. (91) 
 
[She firmly believed that everything in this world was made for the enjoyment of 
young people, and to stir up regret and longing in those poor old people, like herself.  
She would say this smiling, but who could say from what depths of bitterness that 
smile arose!  As an old woman, she was by no means ugly, in part because she was so 
outwardly kind and affable.  But as a young woman, she likely was not particularly 




A similar intervention occurs later in Part II, after the narrator has described Falcone’s living 
conditions, and begins to speculate on the extent to which they are responsible for Falcone’s 
philosophy of life. 
Quanto aveva contribuito, oltre alla coscienza della propria bruttezza, quel continuo 
spettacolo in casa, alla formazione dell'orrendo concetto che il Falcone aveva della 
vita e della natura? (115) 
 
[Who is to say how much that continuous spectacle in Falcone’s home contributed not 
only to his awareness of his own ugliness, but also to the formation of his horrendous 
conception of life and of human nature?] 
 
This passage is full of Falcone’s free indirect discourse, but here there is clearly something 
different going on: a new voice has been added to the mix.  By the end of Part II, that voice is 
very clear, as when, for example, in Chapter 13, when Marta hatches a plan that she believes 
will solve her problems, a plan that involves Marta writing a letter to Rocco asking that he 
marry Maria and take care of Agata, and then killing herself and her unborn child.   The 
narrator judges the plan directly, stating that, “Nello stato d'esaltazione, quasi di delirio, in 
cui si trovava, non vedeva l'assurdo del rimedio improvvisamente concepito” [“In the excited, 
almost delirious state in which she found herself, she could not see the absurdity of the 
solution that had come to her so suddenly.”] (151).  In a word, Pirandello’s narrator is very 
much a presence in the novel, even if he never becomes a full-fledged character, as he will in 
Pirandello’s later work. 
There is, finally, a degree to which the narrator intervenes that is far less direct: 
beyond simply judging the characters and commenting on their personalities and actions, the 
narrator also makes his presence known in some of the stylistic choices Pirandello makes.  
Near the end of Part II, Chapter 8 of the novel, for instance, coincident with the reader being 
told that Alvignani has begun using the informal “tu” with Marta, the narrator suddenly 
begins to refer to Alvignani, who up to that point had only been referred to by his surname, as 
“Gregorio” (126-128).  In keeping with the idea that one of Pirandello’s goal is to keep the 
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reader off balance with regard to the narrative voice, this shift is notable in part because it is 
so short-lived; in the next chapter, the narrator reverts to referring to the character exclusively 
by his surname.  Although not a sustained feature of the text, the mercurial, ambiguous nature 
of the narrator in passages like these has a similar effect to the perspective shifts with regard 
to free indirect discourse; it throws the reader off balance, and refuses to let us rely on the 
singular, unifying presence of the narrator that had been a trademark of literature, with some 
exceptions, over the course of the middle and late 19th century.  As is the case the many of 
the techniques under discussion in this chapter and in Chapter 2, this kind of narrative 
intervention is much more reminiscent of, say, the multi-perspective narrative approach 
employed by authors like William Faulkner than it is like the narrative techniques used by the 
veristi.    
In terms of the plotting and structure, it cannot be argued that L’Esclusa is fragmented 
in the way that more episodic modernist novels, like La Coscienza di Zeno or Ulysses, are.  
L’Esclusa does not feature the multiple, contrapuntal lines of dialogue that we see in works 
by Joyce or Beckett.  There are a handful of scenes in the novel, however, like the scene 
provided above from Part I, Chapter 11, that are constructed in a much more cinematic way 
that one would expect of a novel written in 1893.   The perspective shifts described above 
contribute to the overall “instability” of the narrative with regard to perspective, but the more 
outright modernist technique here is the “quick-cut” method that Pirandello uses at the end of 
that scene: when the narrative perspective shifts from Mita Lumìa and the girls speaking 
about Marta to Marta speaking with Eufemia, Pirandello provides an acknowledgment of the 
simultaneity of these scenes that might have come straight out of a modernist novel of the 
1920s.  Again, this acknowledgment of reality as occurring in discrete scenes, and all at once, 
is something that with very few exceptions one does not see in novels before modernism, in 
large part because the language of cinema is what provided novelists with a method of 
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incorporating it into their works.  In using this technique, Pirandello is clearly looking 
forward to his more mature narrative works. 
Also in terms of plotting and structure, in L’Esclusa Pirandello eschews wrapping up 
his story in a traditional way.  Despite the tendency of the veristi to write stories that have a 
clear end point, L’Esclusa leads us through a more or less linear plot structure only to leave 
us with an unresolved, and in many ways deeply unsatisfying ending.  At the end of Part II, 
Chapter 15, the last chapter of the novel, Marta and Rocco are sitting vigil before the body of 
Rocco’s mother.  Marta, who is at this point in the story pregnant with Alvignani’s child, and 
resigned to commit suicide, allows Rocco to hold her in his arms.  She has not forgiven him, 
just as she has not forgiven her father, for his actions, which have resulted in her social 
exclusion and castigation, not to mention the death of their child. 
E ruppe in singhiozzi irrefrenabili; sentì mancarsi; s'abbandonò tra le braccia 
di lui, che istintivamente si tesero di nuovo a sorreggerla. Fiaccato dal cordoglio, a 
quel peso, egli fu quasi per cadere con lei: la sostenne con uno sforzo quasi rabbioso, 
nella tremenda esasperazione: strinse i denti, contrasse tutto il volto e scosse il capo 
disperatamente. In quest'atto, gli occhi gli andarono sul volto scoperto della madre sul 
letto funebre, tra i quattro ceri. Come se la morta si fosse affacciata a guardare. 
Vincendo il ribrezzo che il corpo della moglie pur tanto desiderato gl'incuteva, 
egli se la strinse forte al petto di nuovo e, con gli occhi fissi sul cadavere, balbettò, 
preso di paura: 
- Guarda... guarda mia madre... Perdono, perdono... Rimani qui. Vegliamola 
insieme.... (171-172) 
 
[And she erupted into sobs she could no longer control.  She felt her strength 
fail her, and she collapsed into his arms, which he instinctively stretched out to 
support her once again.  Exhausted with grief, he almost toppled over under her 
weight.  But exhausted as he was, he held her up with an almost furious effort, 
clenching his teeth, contracting his facial features, and shaking his head desperately.  
And as he did so his eyes moved to the uncovered face of his mother on her funeral 
bed, between the four candles.  It was as if the dead woman had turned to look him in 
the face. 
Managing to overcome the shudder that his wife’s body, as much as he desired 
it, instilled in him, he held her close to his chest once again, and with his eyes fixed 
on the body of his mother he stammered, suddenly taken with fear, 
– Look at her, Marta….  Look at my mother….  I forgive you….  I forgive 




A number of critics read a great deal more into this ending than is actually present in the text.  
Ann Caesar, for instance, notes that “once her husband deems her innocent of the accusation, 
even the ineluctable fact that she is now pregnant does nothing to prevent her return to the 
matrimonial home and the community that hounded her” (68).  Radcliff-Umstead notes that 
Marta “yields to her husband’s pleas for them to start over again,” and many other critics read 
an ending that is, although strongly implied, notably absent from the actual text (130).29  In 
reality, the ending of L’Esclusa lacks the sort of conclusion that one would expect to find in a 
verista novel in more than one sense.  In the first place, there is a marked lack of conclusion 
to the story.  The implication is that the couple reunites and finds a way to make their 
relationship, complete with her pregnancy by Alvignani, work.  That being as it may, it is not 
the ending that Pirandello provides, which does not so much as provide Marta’s response to 
Rocco’s forgiveness and again, implicit, proposal that they continue their lives together as if 
nothing has happened.  It is simply not in the text.  However, in addition to the absence of a 
traditional conclusion, there is little evidence that the ending projected by these critics, in 
which Rocco and Marta somehow manage to reunite, would come to pass.  Despite Rocco’s 
having forgiven Marta – forgiveness, it is presumed, for having eventually succumbed to 
Alvignani – their reconciliation remains an uneasy one.  The fact is that Marta has not asked 
for forgiveness, and on previous occasions in the novel when Rocco has attempted to 
reconcile, as in Part I, Chapter 13, and Part II, Chapter 13, Marta has vehemently refused to 
accept his proposals.  Additionally, Rocco’s forgiveness in this scene appears to be based 
perhaps more on fear of death, or perhaps of Marta succumbing to the fate of his mother, and 
on his physical attraction to Marta than it is on any more genuine, less transitory grounds.  
Finally, Marta has not forgiven Rocco, and with good reason.  In addition to still bearing him 
                                                 
29 Online summaries of the text, perhaps unsurprisingly, seem to be the most guilty of this misreading; the 
Italian Wikipedia entry for the novel notes, for instance, that at the end of the novel “Marta viene 




ill will for his unjust treatment of her (“Egli mi rivuole; non lo voglio più io.” [“He wants me 
back.  But I no longer want him.”]), she has acknowledged in Part II, Chapter 13 of the novel 
that even if they reconciled, the public would never see her as anything but guilty (147).  
- (….) Io dico: credi tu che quello che mi hanno fatto, prima lui, Rocco, poi il 
babbo, sia riparabile? No, mamma, no: non si ripara... Io rimarrò, stanne pur certa, 
quella che sono, né più né meno, nel concetto della gente... Sai che si dirà? Si dirà 
ch'egli ha perdonato; nient'altro! e rideranno di lui, come d'un imbecille... Io sarò 
sempre la colpevole... E come no? «Se fosse stata davvero innocente,» diranno «e 
perché dunque il padre si sarebbe rinchiuso dalla vergogna per mesi e mesi al bujo, in 
una camera, fino a morirne? E perché il marito la scacciò?» Ma, e poi! riparazione, sì, 
e il babbo a te, a Maria, chi ve lo ridà? E tutto quello che abbiamo patito, chi ce lo 
leva dal cuore? Ma sul serio? Sono strappi, questi, che si rattoppano, forse? No, 
mamma. Io non debbo, né posso accettare il pentimento di lui. 
- Ma se egli ora riconosce pubblicamente il suo torto? 
- Nessuno gli crederà. (148) 
 
[– (….) I ask you again: do you really believe that what they’ve done to me, 
first him, Rocco, and then Daddy, do you really think that can just be undone?  No, 
mamma, no.  It can’t be repaired….  And you can be sure that in the eyes of the 
people I will remain exactly what I am, no more and no less….  Do you know what 
they’ll say?  They’ll say that he has forgiven me, and leave it at that!  And they laugh 
at him, as they would at an imbecile….  I will always be the guilty one….  And why 
not?  “If she were really innocent” they’ll say, “then why did her father lock himself 
away out of shame for months and months in the dark, in his room, until it finally 
killed him?  And why did her husband throw her out?”  Oh, go on!  Reparations, 
yes….  And your father, Maria?  Who’s going to give him back to you?  And 
everything we’ve suffered through?  Who will lift that heavy burden from our hearts?  
You can’t be serious!  Are these wounds that can just be patched up?  No, Mamma.  I 
cannot, I must not accept his penitence. 
  – But even if now he publically acknowledges that he was wrong? 
  – No one will believe him.] 
 
There is no reason to think that she is not correct in this supposition, and given the view of 
the world Pirandello lays out in “Arte e coscienza d’oggi” and L’Umorismo, many reasons to 
think that she is very correct indeed.  In any case, these many examples of the inconclusive 
nature of the ending clearly demonstrate that the novel is far from neatly resolved, a 
characteristic that is more modernist in its understanding of the relationship between novels 
and a reality that does not itself provide any neatly resolved endings. 
Finally, as with so many of the modernist techniques, there can be little question that 
in 1893, Pirandello is not in a place to write a text that is metatextual in the way such that his 
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plays will become metatheatrical.  There are arguably moves in that direction, however, and 
they can be seen clearly, not so much in that the novel is aware of itself as a novel, but, 
perhaps more as one would expect, in the narrative voice.  Perhaps most apparently, 
Pirandello uses the text as a tool to reinforce Marta’s exclusion from her society.  In a novel 
that takes as its theme the unfair exclusion of an innocent woman from a community steeped 
in paternalistic values, it is notable that the reader meets and spends time with Rocco, 
Antonio Pentàgora, and Francesco Ajala before even meeting Marta, which does not happen 
until Part I, Chapter 3 of the novel.  When we do finally “see” her, it is not Marta who 
initially speaks, but her sister, speaking for her; Maria says of Marta, “Vuol partire…” [“She 
wants to leave this place….”] (17).  It is also telling that when we do hear Marta speak 
shortly thereafter, she only says, “Mamma, ha saputo… ha saputo…” [“Mamma, he found 
out… he found out…”], a sentiment that is in keeping with the paternalistic emphasis early in 
the novel; notably, she is not referring to her husband having “found out” some misdeed, but 
her father having found out that Rocco has kicked her out of her marital home (17).  These 
are the only lines she speaks in this chapter, the focus of which almost immediately shifts to 
Francesco Ajala. The reader does not get to hear her thoughts or meet her in earnest until Part 
I, Chapter 4, at which point the case against her has been made.   
Additionally, as indicated above, there are tracts later in the novel, sometimes entire 
chapters, in which we delve more deeply into Marta’s conscience.  More often than not, 
however, she is interrupted, and she, like the reader, is pulled away from that developing 
consciousness and diverted toward some other, often male, voice or by some other 
responsibility related to one of the systems that Pirandello would argue limit the individual.  
In the examples provided above of the sort of proto-stream of consciousness employed here, 
for instance, it is notable that in the first instance, Marta is pulled out of her reverie by the 
voice of Maria calling her to dinner, calling her back to her familial obligations, back to 
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another vestige of the system that constrains her and threatens to take away her identity, and 
that is the cause of great guilt for her.  In the second instance, Marta’s thoughts are 
interrupted by the narrator announcing that Alvignani has come to Palermo, a telling shift in 
terms of the narrator’s gaze, which is decidedly male.30  Narrative choices that exclude Marta 
and Marta’s point of view, often in favor of a male point of view, are made throughout the 
text.  Among other scenes, it is notable, for instance, that in Part I, Chapter 6, we witness the 
dramatic death of Francesco Ajala, but we only discover retroactively that at the other end of 
the house, Marta was simultaneously giving birth to a stillborn child, and, in fact, almost lost 
her own life.  It is also telling that the few scenes in the novel in which Marta is not present 
involve men, or a man and a woman, as in the case of the Part I, Chapter 3 discussion about 
Marta’s predicament between Francesco and Agata Ajala, discussing what to do about her.  
Clearly, just as Pirandello portrays a social structure in L’Esclusa that excludes Marta, he 
appears to have also designed the formal structure of his novel to do the same, at least at key 
points. This kind of narrative manipulation, which borders on, as noted, full-blown 
metatextuality, is an exceedingly modern tool, and although, as Borsellino argues, this focus 
on the patriarchy, and specifically on the fathers, becomes more pronounced as Pirandello 




L’Esclusa cannot, strictly speaking, be considered a modernist novel.  However, the 
world its characters inhabit and many attributes of the characters themselves, certainly lean in 
that direction.  In this world, the antagonists are the characters who see the world in black and 
white, like Antonio Pentàgora and Francesco Ajala, or who are so concerned with the social 
structures they represent and with how they are perceived by others that they are blind to 
                                                 
30 Much has been written about the male gaze in the works of Pirandello, but see, for instance, Ann Caesar’s 
chapter entitled “Performing Women” in Characters and Authors in Luigi Pirandello. 
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human suffering, like Don Ziro the bailiff, Torchiara, and Breganza.  The protagonists are 
able to see the world in all of its relativism and cruelty, even if, as Pirandello indicates in his 
letter to Luigi Capuana, they are stripped of their agency.  These characters distrust social 
structures and organizations, which are portrayed throughout the novel as being antithetical to 
the well-being of the individual.  Religion, for example, is portrayed throughout the novel as, 
at best, a set of empty rituals, as can be seen in both of the scenes featuring the viaticum (Part 
I, Chapter 6 and Part II, Chapter 15), and, at worst, an institution bent on propagating the 
Sicilian code of honor and making even the innocent confess to sins they have not 
committed. The government is manipulable and fails to take care of its individual citizens, as 
illustrated by their treatment of Marta once she has achieved the highest score on her teaching 
exams (Part I, Chapters 12 and 13), as well as by the fact that the only reason Alvignani is 
able to be in Palermo to begin the affair with Marta is because of a government shut-down 
(Part II, Chapter 7). The community also fails on this front, rallying against Marta and her 
family, as is best illustrated, probably, by the parade and by Marta’s treatment by her fellow 
teachers and students while still in her village (Part I, Chapter 9 and Part I, Chapter 14, 
respectively).31  Marta’s family, the only social structure Marta has left to fall back on after 
having been ejected from her home, provides no support when her father agrees with Rocco’s 
actions and confirms them as just by retiring from public life in shame.  That same family 
structure has also set her relationship to Rocco up for failure in the first place by pulling her 
out of school at the age of sixteen to marry Rocco, a decision that we discover in Part I, 
Chapter 3, was discussed as being the wrong one by Francesco and Agata Ajala (21-22).   
But beyond the relationship of these characters to their society and the author’s 
implicit criticism of the machinations thereof, even beyond Pirandello’s use of techniques 
that look forward to modernism, there is a deeper philosophical connection to the later 
                                                 
31 Ann Caesar’s chapter “Self and Other in Society: Gossip, Shame, and Scandal” in Characters and Authors in 
Luigi Pirandello provides an excellent and comprehensive reading of the relationship between Marta and her 
community (pp. 64-100). 
 
 105 
movement that is already at play in L’Esclusa, even if, once again, it is not fully realized.  
This is the fundamental approach to reality identified by D’Alberti (paraphrased here by 
Dombroski) as “the dissolution of ‘il fatto in se,’ the breakdown in the validity of objective 
reality, and its replacement by ‘il fatto in noi,’ by the phenomenon in our consciousness” 
(Dombroski, “Review” 296).  From Pirandello’s earliest writing, the world as it is considered 
to exist objectively, evenly, consistently – the world of mid-19th-century Europe – does not 
and cannot exist.  What has replaced it for Pirandello as early as 1893 is a world in which 
human beings do not have free will, but have erected massive structures to convince 
themselves that they do.  It is an irregular and arbitrary world, full of inconsistencies, that 
exists only as it is perceived by the individual.  This is the world of L’Esclusa, just as it will 
be the world of Sei personaggi and Uno, nessuno e centomila, even if Pirandello does not yet 
have all of the tools at his disposal to describe it thoroughly as such.   
It is fitting to close with the character Luca Blandino, who is identified by Dombroski 
as “the novel’s most complex figure, its Pirandellian character par excellence,” and is 
undoubtedly the character most in line with Pirandello’s incipient modernism 
(“Philosophical” 372).  Blandino is, in many ways, the moral center of the novel, to the 
extent that there can be one, in that he is the only character willing to approach the situations 
he encounters in life with the necessary skepticism to allow for contradictions in his own 
behavior.  He is a “messy,” realistic character, who opens the novel advising Rocco and 
participates in the duel with Alvignani as Rocco’s second, but then also demands that Marta 
be treated fairly in his meeting with Torchiara at the end of Part I, and who ends up advising 
Alvignani and genuinely attempting to reconcile the couple at the end of Part II.  Blandino is 
openly relativistic in his approach to the world, as evidenced by exchange with Torchiara in 
Part I, Chapter 13: 
- Vedi? Poi ti dicono pazzo! Prima hai preso le parti del marito, nel duello; 
adesso vuoi difendere la moglie? 
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- Ma io non giudico come voi! - gli gridò Luca Blandino. - Io giudico secondo 
i casi: non mi traccio, come voi, una linea: fin qui è male, fin qui è bene... Lasciami 
agire da pazzo! (81) 
 
[– Now you see?  And you wonder why they call you crazy!  First you took 
the side of the husband, in the duel, and now you defend the wife? 
– But I don’t judge things the way you do! – Blandino shouted at him.  – I 
judge everything according to its circumstance!  I don’t draw lines in the sand 
arbitrarily like you do: up to here is good, but past this point, no, that’s bad….  Let me 
act like a crazy person!]  
 
In 1893, the world had already begun to change from a constant world of consistent meaning 
and values, to one based on contradictions and uncertainty.  In this new world, people who 
were paying attention must have recognized some of the “craziness” going on around them, 
and given the circumstance, Blandino’s relativistic approach seems to be the only reasonable 




Chapter 4.  Translation Studies 
 
The Nature of Translation Studies 
 
Although the term “Translation Studies” is generally considered to have been coined 
by James S. Holmes in his 1972 essay “The Name and Nature of Translation Studies,” the 
discipline itself had existed in one form or another for many hundreds of years and arguably 
thousands of years before that.  Douglas Robinson begins his comprehensive anthology 
Western Translation Theory with Herodotus, but I find Cicero a more appropriate place to 
start; in his De Oratore (ca. 55 B.C.E.), the Latin author and orator comments on translation 
from Greek to Latin, noting that translators must aim to get the sense of the original text 
across, and not just the words: “Non enim ea me adnumerare lectori putavi oportere, sed 
tamquam appendere” [“For I did not think I ought to count [words] out to the reader like 
coins, but to pay them by weight, as it were”] (Cicero 9).  St. Jerome, widely regarded as the 
patron saint of translators everywhere, extends this idea when he notes in his Letter to 
Pammachius (395 C.E.) that in his own practice he translates, “non verbum e verbo sed 
sensum de sensu” [“not word for word, but sense for sense”], a distinction that scholars in the 
field of Translation Studies continue to make today (Jerome 25).32  In the modern world, 
Friedrich Schleiermacher identifies the foreignness of his own text in his 1813 treatise “On 
the Different Methods of Translating,” and as the 20th century approaches and dawns, 
thinkers as important and diverse as Friedrich Nietzsche, Walter Benjamin, and José Ortega y 
Gasset all comment on the problem of translating texts and strive to identify the “task of the 
translator.”   Countless excellent anthologies of early works on translation theory have been 
written, among the best of which are Robinson’s Western Translation Theory, Schulte and 
Biguenet’s Theories of Translation, and Lawrence Venuti’s Translation Studies Reader, the 
                                                 
32 Jerome stipulates here that this is not the case when translating Holy Scripture, “where even the syntax 
contains a mystery” (25).  For more on this idea, and the possible connection between Jerome’s ideas and 
Horace’s Ars Poetica, see pages 14 and 15 of Robinson’s anthology. 
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last of which limits itself to writings published over the course of the 20th century.  There are 
also many quality analyses of the history and “pre-history” of the discipline, such as the 
Malmkjær and Windle’s comprehensive The Oxford Handbook of Translation Studies, the 
middle third of Susan Bassnett’s Translation Studies, and the second chapter of Jeremy 
Munday’s Introducing Translation Studies: Theories and Applications, all of which focus on 
the history of translation theory.  Although analysis of the “pre-history” of Translation 
Studies will necessarily be limited in this discussion, it is important to recognize that thinking 
and writing about translation, asking such questions as what makes a translation good, what a 
good translation does, why translation is important, and whether translation is possible, are 
topics that have been broached by many authors over the course of recorded history.   
Although many critics, Holmes included, note an upswing in thinking and writing 
about translation after World War II, as a modern academic discipline, one that is aware of 
itself as an individual field of enquiry and is, using Holmes’s term, “meta-reflective,” 
Translation Studies was established and codified by Holmes’s essay and has, by all accounts, 
extended its range dramatically since the original publication in 1972 (Holmes 176).  Sergio 
Portelli, et al. note in their preface to Traduttori come mediatori culturali that what was once 
a field dedicated almost exclusively to “lo studio di processi di traduzione interlinguale e a 
domanda anche di carattere pratico a essi legate” [“the processes of interlingual translation, 
as well as to related questions of a practical nature”] has expanded into a leading and 
extraordinarily varied branch of the human sciences, and a number of contemporary 
translation theorists echo these sentiments (Portelli, et al. 9).  This move from “applied” 
Translation Studies, or the purely practical aspects of translating from a source language 
(hereafter, SL) into a target language (TL), 33 has led to an incredibly wide array of theories 
and numerous divisions within the field.    
                                                 




The Holmes/Toury Model 
 
Before beginning an examination of these theories and rifts, it is important that the 
overarching structure of the discipline itself be laid out, and, to that end, there is no better text 
than Holmes’s essay.  Holmes begins by identifying the lack of consensus surrounding issues 
of translation and the piecemeal nature of writing on the subject; he then gives a brief history 
of attempts to name the discipline and proposes the name be “Translation Studies” (175).  He 
goes on to recommend a model for what constitutes the field, which was subsequently laid 
out in the following form in Gideon Toury’s Descriptive Translation Studies – and Beyond, 
first published in 1995.   
 
 
Figure 1: The Holmes/Toury Map 
 
Holmes, who is the first to identify the important distinction between “applied” and “pure” 
Translation Studies, divides “applied” Translation Studies into three main branches: 
translator training, translation aids, and translation criticism.  Jeremy Munday, in his 
Introducing Translation Studies, breaks these branches down still further.  The second two 
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categories, translation aids and translation criticism, are the two that apply to this project.   
Although not a focus in the discussion of the methods used in this translation in the following 
chapter, I relied to some degree on secondary translation aids, including dictionaries and 
grammars; IT applications, including online databases; internet searches; online forums; and, 
as indicated in my acknowledgments, the use of what Munday refers to as “expert 
informants” (19).  The final category, translation criticism, involves the evaluation of 
translations, which Toury specifies concerns marking student translations and reviewing 
published translations, but since that is not germane to this project this topic will not be 
broached again.  As it is necessary to comment on some of the differences between my own 
translation of L’Esclusa and the translation published by Leo Ongley in 1925, this method 
will be broached as well, but only to the extent that it allows a better understanding of the 
mechanics of my own practice, with an eye to illuminating some of the nuances of the text. 
It is Holmes’s construction of the formal category of “pure” that turns the subject of 
translation from a field that only received “incidental and desultory attention from a 
scattering of authors, philologians, and literary scholars, plus here and there a theologian or 
an idiosyncratic linguist” into the independent, empirical discipline of Translation Studies 
(Holmes 173).  Addressing the scope of the discipline, Holmes is quick to point out the lack 
of metareflection on the nature of Translation Studies, and settles on the following as 
appropriate “main objectives” of the “pure” areas of research: “(1) to describe the phenomena 
of translating and translation[s] as they manifest themselves in the world of our experience, 
and (2) to establish general principles by means of which these phenomena can be explained 
and predicted” (Holmes 176).  The “general principles” indicated in this second objective 
make up the “theoretical” branch of “pure” translation studies, which Holmes then subdivides 
into general and partial theories (see Figure 1).  By “general,” Holmes is referring to theories 
that can be applied to every type of translation, and which aim to explain and predict the 
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phenomena surrounding translation as a whole.  “Partial” theoretical studies are those which 
are not applicable to all translations, but only to those restricted by the parameters indicated 
in Figure 1.  These include medium-restricted theories, which subdivide according to 
whether the translation has been carried out by a software program34 or by a human; area-
restricted theories, which are limited to a single language or group of languages; rank-
restricted theories, which are those that deal exclusively with translation of words and 
sentences;35 text-type restricted theories, which look at translations of particular genres of 
literature, but also at the distinction between such things as literary and technical texts; time-
restricted theories, which are limited by particular periods; and problem-restricted theories, 
which deal with particular problems of translation, like that of equivalence, which will be 
discussed in detail below (Holmes 74-76).  It is important to point out here, as Holmes does 
in his essay, that these categories are rarely mutually exclusive.  For instance, a study of 
translations of the letters of Luigi Pirandello would be area-restricted (Italian to English, for 
example) and text-type restricted (letters), but could also be time-restricted, depending upon 
when the translations being considered were made. 
Holmes refers to the other branch of “pure” translation studies as “descriptive 
translation studies” (DTS), which may examine three different areas: product-oriented DTS, 
which examines existing translations; function-oriented DTS, which refers to the description 
of the function of the translation “in the recipient sociocultural situation: it is a study of 
contexts rather than texts” (Holmes 72); and process-oriented DTS, which is concerned with 
trying to discover what happens in the mind of the translator.  It is important to note that the 
results of DTS research is the subject matter of the theoretical branch of “pure” translation 
                                                 
34 “Machine translation,” a popular sub-field of Translation Studies, involves the study of interlingual translation 
that utilizes software. 
35 As Munday again points out, in the time since the publication of Holmes’s essay, analysis at the level of the 
text has become far more common and popular (18). 
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studies and can be used to produce general or, far more commonly, partial theories of 
translation, a sample of which will be examined below. 
There are, of course, many drawbacks to the structure itself and certainly to the 
mapped version of the structure presented by Toury.  The most notable, if unavoidable, of 
these is that by dividing the discipline into the separate branches of “theoretical,” 
“descriptive,” and “applied,” Holmes and Toury make it appear as though the branches are 
not interconnected or somehow do not exert influence over each other.  However, as Holmes 
himself indicates, this is not the case.  Naturally there are advantages to laying out the basics 
of the discipline in this way: it allows Holmes to present the basic components of the 
discipline and to clarify their purposes, and as Toury points out regarding his own map, it 
makes the division of labor between the various branches very clear, even if it obscures some 
of their interconnectedness.  “The Name and Nature of Translation Studies” is, however, an 
extremely important text, as it establishes the basic structure, the aims, and the trajectory of 
the entire field as we know it today.   
It is not within the scope of Holmes’s essay to address the main issues of Translation 
Studies; before moving on to a more detailed analysis, however, it serves here to summarize 
some of these ideas, many of which were already being discussed before the publication of 
“On the Name and Nature of Translation Studies” in such fields as linguistic theory, 
semiotics, and comparative literature.  There are any number of excellent overviews of the 
topics that have proven most important to the field, including a number of quality reference 
texts like The Oxford Handbook of Translation Studies and the Routledge Encyclopedia of 
Translation Studies.  Of more use, in many cases, are single-author texts written by scholars 
in the discipline.  Of particular note here are Bassnett’s Translation Studies and Munday’s 
Introducing Translation Studies, as well as Andrew Chesterman’s 1997 Memes of 
Translation: The Spread of Ideas in Translation Theory, which was revised and expanded 
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substantially in 2015.  In these texts, among others, the authors provide detailed looks at the 
core issues of Translation Studies and how they have evolved and developed over the course 
of the history of the discipline.  Although there is a great deal of overlap between many of 
these metacritical texts, no two agree entirely on the key concepts or even on the key players.  
At the very least, they situate themselves differently in a terminological sense.  Common to 
all, or almost all, of these texts, however, are a number of ideas, three of which have proven 
most useful to my own understanding of the discipline, as well as to my own practice of 
literary translation: equivalence, untranslatability, and invisibility.  
Central Issues: Equivalence 
 
Equivalence, the most important of these ideas, is so central to the study and practice 
of translation that it is nearly universally agreed upon to be both the most important and most 
problematic.  Initial identification of the issue can be found in the work of Roman Jakobson, 
and particularly in his seminal essay “On Linguistic Aspects of Translation,” originally 
published in 1959.  In it, Jakobson first breaks translation down into three key types: 
(1) Intralingual translation, or rewording is an interpretation of verbal signs by means 
of other signs of the same language.   
(2) Interlingual translation or translation proper is an interpretation of verbal signs by 
means of some other language. 
(3) Intersemiotic translation or transmutation is an interpretation of verbal signs by 
means of signs of non-verbal sign systems.  (Jakobson 145) 
 
He then takes the important step of orienting translation within the field of semiotics, 
particularly with regard to the seminal work of Swiss linguist and semiotician Ferdinand de 
Saussure.  Saussure postulates that a linguistic system (langue) is made up of signifiers, or 
the physical forms of signs, like words, sounds, and images, and signifieds, or the concept 
represented by the signifiers.  If the great dilemma of 20th-century linguistics was, and 
arguably continues to be, the problem of the alignment of signifier and signified, Jakobson is 
the first to address these issues specifically in terms of interlingual translation, which is a key 
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step in identifying the central issues of what would subsequently become Translation Studies.  
Because in different languages different utterances, what Saussure calls parole, are shaped by 
their cultural context, signifiers cannot refer to exactly the same thing in each cultural 
example, and there can be no one-to-one correspondence between translation units, like 
words.  More specifically, the associative field of signifieds can never entirely match up in 
any two languages, even if a rough dictionary equivalence can be made.  Jakobson’s example 
in this case involves the Russian word syr and its English equivalent cheese.  He notes, “The 
English word ‘cheese’ cannot be completely identified with its standard Russian heteronym 
‘syr,’ because cottage cheese is a cheese but not a syr.  Russians say: prinesi syru I tvorogu 
(bring cheese and [sic] cottage cheese).  In standard Russian, the food made of pressed curds 
is called syr only if ferment is used” (146).  Susan Bassnett is even more clear in her example 
of the same phenomenon, noting that, 
When translating butter into Italian there is a straightforward word-for-word 
substitution: butter—burro.  Both butter and burro describe the product made from 
milk and marketed as a creamy-coloured slab of edible grease for human 
consumption.  And yet within their separate cultural contexts butter and burro cannot 
be considered as signifying the same.  In Italy, burro, normally light coloured and 
unsalted, is used primarily for cooking, […] whilst in Britain butter, most often bright 
yellow and salted, is used for spreading on bread and less frequently in cooking.  [….]  
So there is a distinction both between the objects signified by butter and burro and 
between the function and value of those objects in their cultural context. (Translation 
Studies 29-30) 
 
Bassnett goes on to demonstrate that even lexically simple terms like “yes/oui/si” and 
“hello/ça va?/ciao” are exceedingly complicated in this regard.  For Jakobson, all three kinds 
of translation exhibit the same problem, which he identifies as the problem of “equivalence,” 
and which most Translation Studies scholars agree is, in Jakobson’s words, “the cardinal 
problem of language and the pivotal concern of linguistics” (146). 
It is no surprise that the idea that a translation is, or should be, equivalent to the 
source is problematic.  Even readers unfamiliar with the field can imagine the extent to which 
problems arise when faced with this idea and with the meaning of the term “equivalence” as 
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it relates to translating a text.  The number of interpretations of the word itself, the standards 
by which it might be achieved, and, indeed, whether it is even possible have been the locus of 
endless debate in the field of Translation Studies.  In the first place, the term “equivalence” 
itself is so abstract and open to interpretation that a number of scholars have noted that it is 
almost useless as a tool for identifying what an ST and a TT actually share, or in determining 
the quality of a TT.  The influential Dutch translation theorist Raymond van den Broeck, for 
instance, is rightly critical of the excessive use of the term in Translation Studies, and points 
out in his essay “The Concept of Equivalence in Translation Theory: Some Critical 
Reflections” how problematic it is to use a term with a precise definition that is borrowed 
from mathematics and to then apply it to translation theory, and more contemporary critics, 
like Tomasz Paweł Krzeszowski, in his 2016 book The Translation Equivalence Delusion: 
Meaning and Translation, have extended this argument. 
One way that translation theorists have tried to get around this problem is by 
establishing a number of subcategories of equivalence.  At the most basic level, scholars have 
often divided equivalence into two basic types, an approach pioneered by Eugene Nida in his 
1964 book Toward a Science of Translating.  Nida’s theories about translation arose from his 
work in training and working with translators of the Bible, many of whom were 
inexperienced.  As Munday points out, the title of this book in which Nida lays out his theory 
is significant; in it, “Nida attempts to move Bible translation into a more scientific era by 
incorporating recent works in linguistics,” especially Noam Chomsky’s work on syntactic 
structure (61).  The result is that Nida divides equivalence into formal equivalence, which is 
more text-based in that it measures the extent to which the translator has successfully 
replicated both the form and meaning of the ST, and dynamic equivalence, which is based 
more on the reception and purpose of the text, and measures the extent to which the translator 
has achieved the same effect. As Chesterman is quick to point out, other scholars use 
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different terminology, but make basically the same distinction between these two kinds of 
equivalence, and he points to the distinctions that Peter Newmark makes between “semantic” 
and “communicative,” that Juliane House makes between “overt” and “covert,” that 
Christiane Nord makes between “documentary” and “instrumental,” and that Arnt Lykke 
Jakobsen makes between “imitative” and “functional” equivalence, among others.  
Additionally, the Skopostheorie school, established by Hans Vermeer and Katharina Reiß and 
of which Christiane Nord is a member, is founded on the idea that a translation should 
primarily take into account the function of the target text, which brings the same distinction 
to bear.  Other scholars – like Chesterman, who notes specifically that in addition to these 
two basic categories, “equivalence has been split up into functional, stylistic, semantic, 
formal or grammatical, statistical and textual subtypes” – have made more complex 
distinctions within equivalence.  The basic distinction made by Nida, however, between the 
extent to which a TT resembles its associated ST on a basic formal level and the extent to 
which it does so on the larger level of its function or effect is a useful distinction, even if it 
has its problems.  Among these problems is the idea that the attempt to find “equivalent 
effect” can give the translator the freedom to provide what is essentially an interpretation 
rather than a translation of a text, as when, for instance, an author decides to translate Dante 
into novel format because long, narrative poems, which no longer hold the privileged position 
they did in the medieval world, have been replaced by novels.  The result of such an attempt 
at translation, as Bassnett points out, is that the formal and dynamic categories can come into 
direct conflict with each other; that is, the opting for novel form as a dynamic equivalent of 
the original necessarily mars the TT’s formal equivalence to the ST (36).  Although such 
works can certainly be successful as texts, as is the case, for example, with Christopher 
Logue’s War Music interpretations of The Iliad, or Anne Carson’s “translation” of Antigone 
entitled Antigonick, few scholars suggest that such translations would not ultimately do a 
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disservice to the original, or, at the very least, should be acknowledged to be interpretations, 
adaptations, or reworkings rather than as translations.   
As Jakobson, Bassnett, Chesterman, Munday, and many others point out, these 
divisions and subdivisions of the category of equivalence do not allow it to avoid its most 
fundamental problem.  Bassnett and Chesterman in particular note the preoccupation with 
“sameness” of ST to TT.  Chesterman argues specifically that it allows critics to sidestep “the 
pragmatic reality that, in fact, [total] equivalence is a red herring, in that it is normally 
unattainable, and hence not a useful concept in translation theory.”  Chesterman goes on to 
suggest that the only true test of equivalence can be “invariable back-translation,” which he 
acknowledges could only be the case of, for example, words denoting numbers, or in the case 
of “a small set of lexical items such as a finite terminological field, or simple isolated 
syntactic structures, set phrases and the like,” and he adds that “the larger the syntactic unit, 
the less probable the possibility of absolute equivalence will be” (5-6).  Bassnett comes to a 
similar conclusion, noting that, “it is an established fact in Translation Studies that if a dozen 
translators tackle the same poem, they will produce a dozen different versions,” and adding 
that “equivalence in translation, then, should not be approached as a search for sameness, 
since sameness cannot even exist between two TL versions of the same text, let alone 
between the SL and the TL version” (36, 39).  Finally, Jakobson himself notes that in all 
forms of translation, “only creative transposition is possible,” a position that Georges Mounin 
expands upon in his 1963 book Les problèmes théoriques de la traduction [Theoretical 
Problems of Translation] (151).  True equivalence is, in a word, impossible.   
This naturally brings us to question the extent to which translations should be judged 
by this or any kind of measure that aims to be objective, a topic addressed directly in Toury’s 
seminal Descriptive Translation Studies – and Beyond, in which he notes that every writer on 
the subject leading up to the publication of that work, including such luminaries as Walter 
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Benjamin and George Steiner, have all focused on what makes a translation objectively good, 
a point of view that feels like a throwback to a time when writing a set of prescriptive, “how-
to” rules for translators was the norm by virtue of the simple fact that the whole point of 
Translation Studies was to train translators.  The direction toward which Bassnett, 
Chesterman, and a number of other authors lean indicates that perhaps these kinds of 
prescriptive theories are outmoded. As Peter France points out in his introduction to The 
Oxford Guide to Literature in English Translation, “while it is natural for translators to make 
theories in order to defend their own practice, and equally natural for teachers of translation 
to offer criteria by which it may be produced or evaluated, it is not inevitable that discussion 
of the subject should be prescriptive” (6).  France goes on to note that rather than attempting, 
and consistently failing, to come up with prescriptive rules for what qualifies as a “good” 
translation only to have to construct a whole new set of guidelines for each text, translation 
should instead aim to be a human science, like linguistics or sociology, that studies behavior, 
rather than “an art, like rhetoric, that imparts a skill” (6).  These points are well taken and are 
directly related to the problems inherent in the inability to achieve equivalence. 
This does not mean, however, that equivalence is a not a useful means of constructing 
a TT.   Indeed, quite the opposite is true.  The fact is that despite its not being absolutely 
achievable in a teleological, scientific, X=Y sort of way, reflecting upon and striving for 
particular kinds of equivalence is the best and most useful guideline when constructing a TT.  
As Bassnett argues with regard to the “butter” example provided above, every act of 
interlingual translation necessarily involves a “rich set of semantic relationships,” and so “the 
translator has to take the question of interpretation into account in addition to the problem of 
selecting TL phrase which will have a roughly similar meaning” (31, 32, emphasis added).  
In other words, complete equivalence is impossible, but partial equivalence is always 
possible.  Even if a translator must acknowledge that her work will never be the original, a 
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fully realized translation cannot be produced unless the translator has successfully situated 
his own practice in terms of the specific area of equivalence that he would like to address, 
and evaluated his own work along these lines. 
Central Issues: Untranslatability 
 
José Ortega y Gasset opens his essay “The Misery and the Splendor of Translation” 
with the story of having once been asked at a colloquium about the idea that the work of 
certain German philosophers is simply untranslatable.  He responded that, “this would be to 
suppose, with excessive conviction, […] that there are philosophers and, more generally 
speaking, writers who can, in fact, be translated.  Isn’t that an illusion?  Isn’t the act of 
translating necessarily a utopian task?” (93).  The fact that Ortega y Gasset is acknowledging 
here is that there is an extent to which the problems regarding equivalence render a text, or 
parts of a text, simply untranslatable.  In fact, some scholars, like Chesterman, see the 
untranslatability problem as being inextricably bound up with the problem of equivalence as 
it involves the ability to carry meaning across from language to language, and, in a larger 
sense, from culture to culture.  At its most basic, untranslatability refers to the idea that if 
equivalence itself is unattainable, then translation must surely be impossible.  In Les 
Problèmes théoriques de la traduction, Georges Mounin lays the groundwork for this issue 
by elaborating upon Jakobson’s semiotic approach to translation, identifying the problem as 
one that stems from basic differences between two fundamentally different linguistic 
systems.  To be clear, Mounin believes that translation is possible, or more specifically, that 
the untranslatability of a text is relative, and that too much emphasis has been placed on 
issues of equivalence and untranslatability, contributing to what he refers to as “un solipsisme 
linguistique absolu” (223).  Along the same lines, scholars, including Theo Hermans, have 
noted that when we talk about untranslatability, we are usually talking not about complete 
untranslatability, but rather about the question of whether a fully adequate translation can be 
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achieved, and the methods one might use to do so (Hermans, “Translatability” 300).  Whether 
or not these scholars see it as an absolute dichotomy identifying untranslatability as one of 
the fundamental problems of the discipline, however, provides an important framework for 
discussing a very apparent practical problem in the field. 
As was seen to be the case regarding equivalence, a number of scholars have 
attempted to sidestep the issue of absolute translatability and untranslatability by dividing the 
topic into multiple subtopics.  The most useful of these is the division that J. C. Catford 
makes between linguistic and cultural untranslatability in his 1965 book A Linguistic Theory 
of Translation.  Although in some quarters Catford’s work on this topic has fallen out of 
favor – in her 1988 book Translation Studies: An Integrated Approach Mary Snell-Hornby 
writes that Catford’s approach is, “now generally dated and of mere historical interest” – the 
great majority of critics support the idea that Catford’s analysis is important (Snell-Hornby 
14-15).36   Not only is Catford, along with Jakobson, an early proponent of the idea that 
equivalence is the central problem of translation theory, but the terminology he established is 
still the standard today, and as such his work is so fundamental to contemporary Translation 
Studies that not to acknowledge it – particularly the distinction between linguistic and 
cultural untranslatability – would be counterproductive.  Linguistic untranslatability occurs 
when there is no substitute in the TL for an item in the SL.   In this type of untranslatability, 
“the functionally relevant features include some which are in fact formal features of the 
language of the SL text. If the TL has no formally corresponding feature, the text, or the item, 
is [relatively] untranslatable” (Catford 94).  This is a fairly straightforward phenomenon and 
one that is encountered frequently in all kinds of translation.  While examples specific to 
L’Esclusa were found and will be discussed below, Bassnett provides excellent illustrations 
in Translation Studies, which include the German Um wieviel Uhr darf man Sie morgen 
                                                 
36 For a concise analysis of why Catford’s work is important, see, for example, Peter Fawcett’s 1997 book 
Translation and Language: Linguistic Theories Explained. 
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wecken [lit. “At what time may you tomorrow be awakened”] and the Danish Jeg fandt 
brevet [lit. ”I found letter”], both of which feature structures that do not exist in the English 
language.  In order to achieve a successful translation, then, a translator must apply English 
structural conventions, changing the word order in the first example so that it is rendered 
What time would you like to be awakened tomorrow? in English, and adjusting the position of 
the definite article in the Danish phrase such that it reads I found the letter (40-41).  Catford 
also places puns, and words and passages that purposely draw on double meanings in this 
category, and gives the example of a passage from Richards and Ogden’s The Meaning of 
Meaning, in which the authors play on the English word “bank”: 
A lexical example might be bank, which is the graphological exponent of two distinct 
lexical items in English.  This normally presents no problem in translation; the co-text 
normally shows whether, for example, the French translation equivalent should be 
banque or rive. But bank is untranslatable when the ambiguity is itself a functionally 
relevant feature, as in Ogden and Richard’s punning fable about Amoeba, which 
begins:  
 
“Realize thyself, Amoeba dear,” said Will; and Amoeba realized herself, and 
there was no Small Change but many Checks on the Bank wherein the wild 
Time grew and grew and grew.  
 
Here it is clear that the reader is expected to relate the graphological form Bank to 
both the lexical items which it expounds.  This is impossible in French, where the 
translation equivalent must be either banque or rive and not both at once; and other 
untranslatable ambiguities are equally obvious in this text.  (Catford 95) 
  
In addition to this sort of polysemy, Catford goes on to enumerate the many different, but 
similar, examples of these sorts of translation difficulties, which he notes, importantly, 
“[have] nothing to do with cultural differences in the wider sense; [they are] purely 
linguistic” (96).  Few scholars have a problem with this category, and understandably so; 
Catford acknowledges that many instances of linguistic untranslatability are, in fact, only 
“relatively” untranslatable (96).  Indeed, these kinds of structural adjustments are arguably 
the bread and butter of any act of interlingual translation, as they are wrapped up in the very 
definition of the term.  
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Catford’s second category, cultural untranslatability, is far more problematic, for 
while the failure to find a TL equivalent in the case of linguistic untranslatability is “due 
entirely to differences between the source language and the target language,” its cultural 
equivalent arises “when a situational feature, functionally relevant for the SL text, is 
completely absent from the culture of which the TL is a part” (Catford 98-99, emphasis 
added).37  On its most simple and obvious level, this might involve the names of articles of 
clothing or foods.  Catford himself uses as one example, among others, the impossibility of 
translating the Japanese word yukata, which is an article of clothing that he describes as, “a 
loose robe bound by a sash, worn by either men or women, supplied to guests in a Japanese 
inn or hotel, worn in the evening indoors or out of doors in street, worn in bed.”  There is, of 
course, not an English word for this garment, and translating it is difficult because, as Catford 
notes, the yukata has a very different, and generally much wider, range of function than any 
one article of clothing that we might refer to in English; “parts of this total range are covered 
by such English lexical items as dressing-gown, bath-robe, house-coat, pyjamas, night-gown, 
etc…” (100).  Few critics take issue with this aspect of Catford’s designation, even if many, 
including Catford himself, acknowledge that in context, a translator has many options for 
solving problems like these. 
The part of cultural untranslatability that many scholars do take issue with is his 
assessment that many abstract concepts, such as “democracy” and “home” do not, in fact, 
suffer from cultural untranslatability.  Catford states, 
It is often supposed that certain more ‘abstract’ lexical items such as home or 
democracy are relatively untranslatable. This is largely an illusion. There is no doubt 
that such English texts as He’s at home or I’m going home can readily be provided 
with translation equivalents in most languages. It is only rarely that the functionally 
relevant situational features related to home include that nebulous sentimentality 
which is supposed not to be related to lexical items in other languages — e.g. perhaps 
in the song Home. Sweet Home.  
                                                 
37 A discussion of what Catford and others mean by the term “culture” has been avoided here as this question 
has been treated at length by many scholars of Translation Studies.  For a summary of these, see Kanji 
Kitamura’s 2009 article “Cultural Untranslatability,” among others. 
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As for democracy, this is in any case an international term — which means 
essentially that it is untranslatable because it often need not be translated — since it is 
already present in the lexis of many languages; an “international term” being a lexical 
item with recognizably similar phonological/graphological exponents in several 
languages, and having a common contextual meaning.  (100-101) 
 
There is no doubt that Catford is correct at one level: the English phrases he provides can 
indeed be translated into most languages, and there is certainly an increasing number of 
English words that have worked their way into many other languages.  The argument against 
Catford’s position, as laid out by Bassnett, is two-fold here.  First, the home example ignores 
some of the basic problems of equivalence outlined above.  The word home has a whole 
range of associations, and not all of them are as directly translatable as the one, very limited, 
use as one’s house or domicile that Catford provides in his example.  As Bassnett points out, 
when spoken by an American striking up a conversation in Heathrow airport, I’m going home 
might equally connote that the speaker is returning to the U.S. or that he is heading back to 
his house in London, among many, admittedly, less likely, others.  Bassnett continues, “the 
English term home, like the French foyer, has a range of associative meanings that are not 
translated by the more restrictive phrase chez moi,” and concludes that home in many ways 
presents precisely the same range of problems as the examples Catford provided in his 
presentation of linguistic untranslatability.  Regarding democracy, Bassnett notes that 
although it is certainly an international term, the reader “will have a concept of the term 
based on his or her own cultural context, and will apply that particularlized view 
accordingly” (Translation Studies 42).  Democracy is associatively different for a member of 
the American Democratic Party, the German Democratic Republic, and for a member of the 
democratic wing of the British conservative party, indicating that its usage in different 
contexts demonstrates that there is no single, foundational meaning of the term, whence arise 
problems of equivalence.   
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Catford’s work is a defining examination of the field of untranslatability, just as 
Nida’s work is a defining examination of the field of equivalence.  In fairness, Catford 
himself notes that translatability appears “intuitively, to be a cline rather than a clear-cut 
dichotomy,” and that “SL texts and items are more or less translatable rather than absolutely 
translatable or untranslatable” (93).  He even goes on to suggest that cultural translatability 
might best be considered nothing more than “another way of talking about collocation 
translatability,” and therefore just another type of linguistic untranslatability (101).   The fact 
stands, however, that many attempts have been made to mitigate the problems that Catford’s 
model brings forward.  Most direct among these, perhaps, is Anton Popovič’s attempt to split 
untranslatability into a category very much like Catford’s linguistic untranslatability, and a 
second category that extends beyond the merely linguistic.  In his 1976 Dictionary for the 
Analysis of Literary Translation, he identifies these two categories in his definition of 
“untranslatability” (I have added the designations “a” and “b” to make the delineation 
clearer):   
(a) A situation in which the linguistic elements of the original cannot be replaced 
adequately in structural, linear, functional or semantic terms in consequence of a lack 
of denotation and connotation.   
(b) A situation where the relation of expressing the meaning, i.e. the relation between 
the creative subject and its linguistic expression in the original does not find an 
adequate linguistic expression in the translation. (Popovič 24)   
 
Although it is arguable that Popovič’s modification of Catford’s second category of 
untranslatability does not make it as vulnerable to the criticisms so often levied against the 
latter, the change here is largely cosmetic and demonstrates the difficulty of assigning 
parameters when it comes to translatability and untranslatability.  On the other end of the 
scale, there have been scholarly efforts not to modify Catford’s distinctions, but to explain 
and extend them.  
There is, of course, a broad spectrum of scholarly approaches to the question of 
untranslatability.  On the one hand, authors like Walter Benjamin argue essentially for 
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absolute translatability, putting forward the idea that “the central kinship of languages […] is 
marked by a distinctive convergence.  Languages are not strangers to one another, but are, a 
priori and apart from all historical relationships, interrelated in what they want to express,” 
and even postulates that all works are “translatable to some degree” (74, 72). Along these 
same lines, in his 1978 essay “Effability and Translation,” Jerrold Katz argues for the 
ultimate translatability of everything, noting specifically that because anything that can be 
thought can be said, “each proposition can be expressed by some sentence in any natural 
language” (209).  On the other hand, scholars like Jakobson identify poetry, for example, as 
not being translatable, and at the extreme end of the spectrum, deconstructionists like Jacques 
Derrida argue that the nature of the slippery relationship between signified and signifier 
means that nothing at all is truly translatable, or even ultimately communicable.  Scholars 
like Edward Keenan have chosen a sort of middle ground, arguing that nothing is entirely 
translatable.  Specifically, he notes that, “human languages are, by nature, imprecise” and 
“must be imprecise in order to permit efficient communication” (160).  In other words, 
Katz’s “effability” concept would be true if we had infinite lifespans and could construct 
sentences on the order of trillions of words.  This is not, and can never be, the case, but we 
still must ultimately be able to communicate efficiently about unlimited numbers of things to 
an unlimited variety of audiences in unlimited contexts.  As a result, we must resign 
ourselves to the fact that language is, to use Chesterman’s term, “fuzzy,” a fact that is 
unavoidably carried over into the realm of translation.  As Chesterman rather bluntly states, 
“No communication is perfect, so why should translation be?” (7).    
Given the problematic nature of equivalence, it seems clear that neither full 
translatability, what Theo Hermans defines in his “Translatability” entry in the Routledge 
Encyclopedia of Translation Studies as, “an integral reproduction of a text’s full signification, 
nor complete untranslatability, which “impl[ies] the impossibility of communication or even 
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semiosis” is practically possible (300).  To be sure, for the translator, as opposed, in this case, 
to the scholar of Translation Studies, the answer must lie somewhere in between these two 
extremes.  As Hermans indicates, “the day-to-day practice of translators appears to show 
overwhelmingly that translation is possible” (301).  In Translation: An Advanced Resource 
Book, Hatim and Munday ask, “Is everything translatable?  The answer is […] ‘yes, to a 
certain extent’”; however, they go on to identify untranslatability as “a relative notion” (15).  
Jakobson, Mounin, Bassnett, and Chesterman, among many others, agree that for the working 
translator, considering the abstract nature of whether a text is translatable is of little use, and 
Mounin in particular indicates, both in the passage I have cited above and throughout Les 
Problèmes théoriques de la traduction, that too much time has been spent on this issue, rather 
than addressing some of the more practical concerns of translation.  In the act of translation, 
translators do not need to spend hours on end pondering the abstract nuances of 
untranslatability; at a certain point, the task of the translator is to muddle through and get the 
job done.  If there is a lack of direct application for the translator, however, the fact remains 
that, as is the case with equivalence, the act of reflecting on the ability of particular messages 
to be “carried across” from one language to another is an extremely useful practice in that it 
provides a framework in which to tackle some of the thornier practical issues that come up 
over the course of a translation project.  
Central Issues: Invisibility 
 
The last of the issues central to Translation Studies to be addressed herein is the 
problem of “visibility,” an issue brought to the fore by Lawrence Venuti in his 1995 book 
The Translator’s Invisibility and extended in his 1998 book The Scandals of Translation: 
Towards an Ethics of Difference.  In these texts, Venuti puts forward the idea that the role 
and value of translation in contemporary culture has been so denigrated that translators are 
basically rendered invisible; as readers, we value texts in translation only to the extent that 
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they read fluently in the TL, as if they were originally written in that language.  The problem, 
as Venuti sees it, is that translating texts in this way “domesticates” the texts both 
linguistically and culturally.  This removal of any “foreign” element in the text is negative in 
a number of ways.  Beyond the simple fact that it devalues translation by removing the 
translator from the text, it gives readers what Venuti and others refer to as “the illusion of 
transparency,” which falsely promises “integrity, consonance and equivalence,” and a sense 
that it is interchangeable with the original.  This is why, as Theo Hermans points out in his 
essay “Translation and Normativity,” people can claim to have read authors like 
Dostoyevsky, when, in fact, they have only read his works in translation (62).  Because this is 
largely a problem of the British and American translation traditions, it is also the result of 
anglocentric behavior and attitudes and as such, propagates xenophobia and imperialism, a 
point that Venuti makes with poignancy across both of the above-mentioned texts and in 
numerous articles and essays.   
The way in which Venuti demonstrates that this hegemony exists is by looking at the 
numbers: what is published each year into and out of English as opposed to other languages.  
What he discovers, perhaps unsurprisingly, is that very little is translated into English, 
compared with what is consistently translated from English into other languages.  More 
specifically, he notes that between the 1950s and the 2000s, British and American book 
production increased more than tenfold, but the percentage of that production that constituted 
works in translation has remained constantly at approximately 2 to 4 percent of that overall 
output.38  In other countries, however, trends have continually moved in the opposite 
direction, and of the texts translated into these various languages, English is statistically by 
far the most common SL.  In The Translator’s Invisibility, Venuti notes, 
                                                 
38 Venuti breaks down his analysis by country, and updates his data for the 2008 reprint of The Translator’s 
Invisibility.   
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Since World War II, English has been the most translated language worldwide, but it 
isn’t much translated into, given the number of English-language books published 
annually.  In 2000, according to UNESCO statistics, 43,011 books were translated 
from English throughout the world, followed by 6670 from French, 6204 from 
German, 2432 from Italian, and 1973 from Spanish. (11)39 
 
He also notes that translators themselves, perhaps because they are beholden to the market, 
are active participants in this trend.  Here he notes specifically that in this sense, translation 
itself can be harmful to culture, an act that he refers to across the body of his work as “the 
ethnocentric violence of translation.”  Venuti is particularly critical of theorists like Nida, 
who goes so far as to state directly that, “the best translation does not sound like a 
translation” (Nida and Taber 12).  Venuti notes that the advocacy of Nida and others for 
domesticating translation “imposes the English language valorization of transparency on 
every foreign culture, masking a basic disjunction between the foreign and translated texts, 
which puts into question the possibility of eliciting a ‘similar’ response” (Invisibility 16).  
Venuti takes a position here that some might consider extreme, linking the current state of 
translation to a sort of cultural imperialism, and even going so far as to identifying acts of 
translation as inherent acts of violence, as when he states, in the essay “Translation as 
Cultural Politics: Regimes of Domestication in English,” that, 
The violence of translation resides in its very purpose and activity: the reconstitution 
of the foreign text in accordance with values, beliefs and representations that pre-exist 
it in the target language, always configured in hierarchies of dominance and 
marginality, always determining the production, circulation and reception of texts.  
Translation is the forcible replacement of the linguistic and cultural difference of the 
foreign text with a text that will be intelligible to the target-language reader. (209)  
 
In order to combat this problem, Venuti, in advocating for “foreignization,” argues that 
translators must fight against this sort of transparency by avoiding “domestication” of texts.  
To this end, Venuti invokes the work of the early 19th-century German theologian and 
translator Friedrich Schleiermacher, who, in his essay “On the Different Methods of 
                                                 
39 It is perhaps worth noting that other sources confirm his numbers (cf. Terry Hale’s “Publishing strategies” 
entry in Baker and Saldanha). 
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Translating,” argues that translations should “retain the feeling of foreignness,” even when 
that goes against the instincts of the translator.  Although effective translators must make 
sacrifices, notably of the beauty of the language into which and from which they are 
translating, “these are the sacrifices that every translator must make,” and he further speaks 
of “the dangers to which [the translator] exposes himself, if he does not observe the finest 
line in the endeavor to keep the tone of the language foreign” (46, 47).  This is put more 
simply by Bassnett:  
[…] “domestication” and “foreignization” indicate fundamentally different attitudes 
towards foreign texts and cultures.  Domestication conforms to the expectations, 
values and norms of the target culture, while foreignization challenges readers by 
making them aware that they are encountering texts from outside their known 
parameters. (Bassnett, Translation Studies 47) 
 
Venuti borrows Schleiermacher’s terminology, but extends his argument significantly, such 
that it is no longer only a simple question of aesthetic judgment, but a full-blown ethical 
position.  His stated goal in The Translator’s Visibility, for instance, is, 
[…] to force translators and their readers to reflect on the ethnocentric violence of 
translation and hence to write and read translated texts in ways that recognize the 
linguistic and cultural differences of foreign texts.  What I am advocating is not an 
indiscriminant valorization of every foreign culture or a metaphysical concept of 
foreignness as an essential value [….]  The goal is rather to elaborate the theoretical, 
critical and textual means by which translation can be studied and practiced as a locus 
of difference, instead of the homogeneity that widely characterizes it today.  (34) 
 
Venuti’s arguments constitute an extremely important chapter in the history of Translation 
Studies, and one that is not yet concluded.  His work, among the work of many others, has 
certainly helped to shift the focus in the discipline from text to translator, and from product to 
process.  It has, for instance, led many, among them André Lefevere, one of the founders of 
Translation Studies, to suggest that translation be seen more as “rewriting” than anything 
else; that the translator be seen as the creator of a new text for a new readership in a culture 
and language that has different associative fields than that of the ST.  More practically, the 
ideas that Venuti puts forward in The Translator’s Invisibility allow for a new kind of 
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discourse with regard to the nuts-and-bolts aspects of translation, particularly literary 
translation. 
Translation Strategies and Procedures 
 
Finally, before moving into a more direct discussion of my translation of L’Esclusa, it 
is important to examine some of the practical approaches that translators have utilized to 
address problems of equivalence and untranslatability.40  Perhaps best known are the seven 
translation strategies identified by Vinay and Darbelnet in their 1958 book Stylistique 
comparée du français et de l’anglais: Méthode de traduction [Comparative Stylistics of 
French and English: A Methodology for Translation], in which they introduced key 
terminology for describing the act of translation.  They divide these strategies into the two 
broad and particularly useful categories of “direct” or “literal” translation and “indirect” or 
“oblique” translation, and although all seven of these will not be addressed with regard to my 
own practice, it serves here to give a brief synopsis of Vinay and Darbelnet’s list, if only to 
provide the basic framework for the discussion of my practice and to establish the lexicon 
with which these issues will be dealt.   
Of the direct strategies, the most simple is borrowing, in which the SL word is 
transferred directly into the TL in order to fill a semantic gap in the TL.  Munday provides 
the examples of the borrowing of perestroika and glasnost into English, but perhaps far more 
common are borrowings from English into other languages, as the near universal use of the 
English words computer and internet.  This is, of course, done to practical effect all of the 
time, as we frequently need to borrow a word to fill some lacuna in a language.  As Videt and 
Darbelnet point out, this process is so common that it would barely merit mention if literary 
translators did not sometimes use borrowing to create a stylistic effect, as borrowing is a 
                                                 
40 In describing the practical work of translation, preference is given to production strategies rather than 
comprehension strategies.  See Daniel Gile’s 1995 book Basic Concepts and Models for Interpreter and 
Translator Training for more on this distinction. 
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particularly good way to maintain the foreignness of a text.  The second of these is calque, 
which is, in fact, a type of borrowing, but one in which the SL expression is transferred in a 
literal translation, as opposed to being inserted into the TT untranslated.  A good example of 
this is the Italian word grattacielo for the English word “skyscraper,” which translates 
literally as “scrapes-sky,” or, when rendered as a sentence, as “it scrapes the sky.”  Like 
borrowing, in literary translation, calque can be a key strategy for highlighting the 
foreignness of a text, as in Vinay and Darbelnet’s example of translating compliments de la 
saison into English as “compliments of the season” instead of the more common “happy 
holidays” (32).  The last of the “direct” methods of translating is literal translation, in which 
the phrase or structure is rendered word-for-word, as in rendering the Italian Io sono felice as 
“I am happy.”  This type of translation is rarely possible in languages that do not have 
extremely similar textual grids,41 such as Italian and Spanish.  However, Vinay and Darbelnet 
very clearly state that this sort of translation is the ideal: “literalness should only be sacrificed 
because of structural and metalinguistic requirements and only after checking that the 
meaning is fully preserved” (288).  Given the analysis above of equivalence and 
untranslatability, this is a bold statement in that it is plainly prescriptive, but one that is a 
product of its time.  This said, there is certainly a place in the process of interlingual 
translation for this kind of practice, particularly in the early stages of a translation project.   
Vinay and Darbelnet’s second category involves “oblique” or “indirect” translation.  
Because of the problems of equivalence discussed above and because literal translation is 
only very rarely possible, these four procedures are far more common in the everyday 
practice of interlingual translation.  The first two of these, transposition and modulation, are 
less strategies and more necessary parts of the translation process, particularly in interlingual 
                                                 
41 I borrow this term from Bassnett and Lefevere’s introduction to Constructing Cultures, which they define as 
“the collection of acceptable ways in which things can be said.”  They go on to note that, “different cultures may 
(…) make use of essentially the same textual grid.  The French, German, and English cultures, for instance, 
make use of the same textual grid, with slight variations in emphasis, because that is the grid they inherited from 
Greco-Roman antiquity through the shared vicissitudes of history” (5). 
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literary translation.  Transposition involves “replacing one word class with another without 
changing the meaning of the message” (36).  Vinay and Darbelnet identify it as, “probably 
the most common structural change undertaken by translators,” and list approximately ten 
different categories, along the lines of “adverb  noun” (“He spoke well of you.”  “Il a dit 
du bien de vous.” [lit. “He spoke of the good of you.”]), “adjective  noun” (“In the early 
19th century…”  “Au début du XIXe siècle…” [lit. “At the beginning of the 19th 
century…”),42 and “adjective  verb” (“The easy solution is to leave now.”  “Il suffit de 
partir maintenant.” [lit. “It is sufficient to leave now.”]) (94, 96-97).  Vinay and Darbelnet 
note that transposition can be either “obligatory,” sometimes called “fixed,” because the TL 
does not have grammatical or lexical structures in place to allow for a more literal approach, 
or “optional,” sometimes called “free,” as it is in cases when it is the stylistic preference of 
the translator to transpose or modulate.  Where transposition involves changing the word 
class between languages while maintaining the message, which is ultimately a grammatical 
modification, modulation involves changing the point of view while maintaining the 
message, which is a stylistic change.  More specifically, modulation is used when a literal or 
transposed translation is grammatically correct, but it is clumsy, awkward, or otherwise 
unsuitable in the TL.  As is the case with transposition, modulation can be obligatory, as with 
the translation of the phrase “The time when…” into French as “Le moment où…” [lit., “The 
time where…,” emphasis added], or optional, as in the decision to turn a negative SL 
expression into a positive TL expression, as in the example of “It is not difficult to show…” 
 “Il est facile de démontrer…” [lit., “It is easy to demonstrate…”] (37).  Both transposition 
and modulation are so fundamental to the act of translation that they are included here more 
                                                 
42 I have opted to use Vinay and Darbelnet’s examples here, all of which are in French, but it is noted that 
because Italian and French are closer to each other in terms of textual grid than either language is to English, 
many of these same transpositions are also possible between English and Italian, e.g. “In the early 19 th 
century…”  “All'inizio del XIX secolo….” 
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because they are such a ubiquitous part of the process.  Every literary translator is constantly 
transposing and modulating. 
The final two strategies that comprise the “oblique” category are équivalence (not to 
be confused with the concept of equivalence discussed above) and adaptation, both of which 
have proven to be extremely useful tools in preparing this particular translation.   Équivalence 
refers to cases in which the same idea or situation is rendered in the TL using a word or 
expression that serves the same function.  Vinay and Darbelnet’s example of a single word 
instance is a man hitting his finger with a hammer; “if he were French his cry of pain would 
be described as ‘Aïe!’, but if he were English this would be interpreted as, ‘Ouch!’” (38).  
They go on to note that this is necessary when translating onomatopoetic sounds, such as 
animal sounds, and particularly in the translation of “idioms, clichés, proverbs, nominal or 
adjectival phrases, etc.” and provide the example “Too many cooks spoil the broth”  “Deux 
patrons font chavirer la barque” [essentially, “Two captains make the boat capsize”] (38).43  
The final strategy they provide is adaptation, which involves the replacement of one cultural 
reference with another that is more recognizable in the TL culture, such as replacing 
references to the sport of cricket, a sport not widely followed in France, with references to the 
Tour de France, a very popular French sporting event.  This strategy is often used, as Vinay 
and Darbelnet note, with the titles of books and films.  In literary translation, overuse of 
adaptation can lead to over-domestication of the text, and although using it has been 
specifically avoided in my own translation, it does appear in and will be discussed with 
regard to Leo Ongley’s 1925 translation of L’Esclusa. 
Vinay and Darbelnet also identify a handful of other techniques, separate from these 
seven strategies that will be addressed explicitly regarding L’Esclusa.  These include 
amplification, the necessity of sometimes translating a passage using more words in the TL 
                                                 
43 A favorite example in Italian is found on page 18 of Giovanni Verga’s Mastro-don Gesualdo, where the title 
character complains, “ho troppa carne al fuoco” [literally, “I have too much meat on the fire”], which, using 
équivalence, would be happily rendered as “I have too many irons in the fire” (Verga 18). 
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version of a text, and its opposite, economy.  They also discuss the ideas of loss, gain, and 
compensation, which are also specifically addressed by Munday in Introducing Translation 
Studies.  The idea here is that because it is impossible to transfer all of the linguistic nuance 
from the ST to the TT, there are inevitably things that are “lost in translation.”  A translator 
can, however, “compensate” by “introducing a gain” – that is, by adding nuance and 
signification – “at the same or another point in the text” (Munday 90).  Munday’s example 
involves the translation of dialogue.  The difficulty of translating from a language like Italian, 
which features formal and informal terms of address (in the singular, usually indicated by the 
pronouns “Lei” and “tu,” respectively), into a language like English, which does not make 
this distinction, for instance, can sometimes be remedied by finding other ways of indicating 
formal address in the TT, such as by having one character address another using a more 
formal title.  Explication involves making something that is implicit in the SL explicit in the 
TL.  In Italian, gender is indicated implicitly, whereas in English it is not, and the title of 
L’Esclusa, for example, which is literally “The Outcast” with the female gender implicit, 
might be explicitly rendered “the outcast woman.”  Explication can also be utilized as a 
strategy when the ST makes reference to events that are culturally specific and so must be 
explained in the TT.  It can also be used to explain idiomatic structures, or just to increase the 
coherence and continuity of the TT.  Finally, they mention generalization, which can be 
utilized when a term in the ST is specific, nuanced, or concrete, but the translator chooses to 
use a more general or abstract word in the TT.  Vinet and Darbelnet’s examples include 
translating the English word “computer” by the more general French word “machine,” and 
translating “stranger” as the much more general French “étranger,” which can at once mean 
“stranger,” “alien,” or “foreigner,” and has a much broader associative grid (343). 
Vinet and Darbelnet’s approach to translation methodology is, granted, only one of 
many, but it is an important one.  Munday, among others, refers to their work as the “classic” 
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formation of these topics, noting that it “has had a wide impact,” and that the techniques laid 
out in their book “have maintained currency in translation theory” (85, 89).  Other scholars, 
naturally, approach these topics somewhat differently: Chesterman, among others, discusses a 
wider variety of syntactic strategies in Memes of Translation, although many of these overlap 
with Vinet and Darbelnet’s categories (Chesterman 91).   The latter scholars’ work, however, 




As is the case with these translation strategies, scholars across the discipline identify 
more than just the three “central issues” discussed above.   Among others, neither Itamar 
Even-Zohar and Gideon Toury’s polysystems theory, which in the 1980s and early 1990s 
constituted an important shift away the ambiguous and circular conversations centered on 
equivalence, nor Toury’s concept of “translation norms,” which he laid out in the 1970s, and 
which has since been elaborated upon by Christina Schaffner, have been included in this 
discussion.  Chesterman’s “translation supermemes” of “source-target,” “free-vs.-literal,” and 
“all-writing-is-translating,” all of which can be considered foundational ideas, key to the 
understanding of Translation Studies have also been omitted.  The central ideas above have 
been selected as my focus for the simple reason that they have been most germane to my own 
understanding of the discipline as I have approached it through the practice of interlingual 
literary translation.  In moving into a more direct analysis of and commentary on the specific 
issues that were raised while translating L’Esclusa, I will be situating them in accordance 
with these broad categories.  It is in this manner that my own experience will be used as a 
way to gauge the importance and applicability of these larger issues in Translation Studies.  It 
is my earnest hope that examining such issues will not only allow for a better insight into the 
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In the previous chapter, I addressed a number of translation techniques and central 
issues of the discipline of Translation Studies.  In this chapter, my aim is to walk the reader 
through my own process, and some of the problems I encountered, in order to demonstrate 
the manner in which these ideas can be fruitfully applied to an interlingual literary translation 
as it pertains to L’Esclusa.  These issues comprise a wide variety of problems that concern 
both linguistic and cultural untranslatability, and, in a broader sense, the extent to which I 
attempted to ensure that the integrity of the original, in terms of both content and the feeling, 
was maintained in my translation of the text.  Before doing so, however, there is an important 
caveat that must be addressed involving the difficulty of discussing any large-scale 
translation project, literary or otherwise, in any sort of structured way.  Although scholars of 
Translation Studies have attempted to break down every step, to explore every dark corner of 
the process and product of translation, the day-to-day practice of a project like this one 
involves draft after draft of work in dramatically different stages of both faithfulness to the 
source text and readability in the target text.  This process is guided in large part by the 
translator’s feeling for what the author, as a product of his or her language culture, is trying to 
get across, and by what the translator, as a product of his own language culture, sees as a 
fitting solution to the problem of equivalence.  The rules and postulates of Translation 
Studies are a useful guide, but in the end, they are just that, a guide.   Along these lines, Jiří 
Levý, in his essay “Translation as a Decision Process,” advises translators to fall back on 
intuition when faced with problems in translation.  He notes that, “Translation theory tends to 
be normative, to instruct translators on the OPTIMAL [sic] solution; actual translation work, 
however, is pragmatic; the translator resolves for that one of the possible solutions which 
promises a maximum of effect with a minimum of effort” (Levý 156).  William Weaver 
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echoes and clarifies this sentiment when he asserts that his description of the process of 
translation is necessarily “[…] somewhat misleading, because I have tried to make conscious 
and logical something that is, most of the time, unconscious, instinctive.”  He continues with 
a concrete example: 
Faced with a choice between “perhaps” and “maybe,” the translator does not put the 
word on trial and engage attorneys to defend and accuse.  Most probably, he hears the 
words in some corner of his mind, and likes the sound of one better than the other.  Of 
course, his decision is only apparently instinctive.  His instinct will be guided by his 
knowledge of the author’s work, but his reading in the period.  It will almost certainly 
not be guided by any rules, even self-made ones.  On Thursday, translating Moravia, 
he may write “maybe,” and on Friday, translating Manzoni, he may write “perhaps.”  
(Weaver 117) 
 
This is undoubtedly the case in practice, and I have discovered as much first-hand.  This said, 
in translating L’Esclusa into English, I have had to reflect a great deal upon the key issues in 
translation theory and will use them as a guide or structure for this chapter. 
Equivalence 
 
It is impossible for a translator to come to any text without intentions, and I wish to be 
very clear about mine.  As I have indicated in Chapter 3 of this project, I see L’Esclusa as an 
overlooked link to Pirandello’s later work, and I plainly wish to allow the elements of the text 
that support this reading to come to the fore.  I have already indicated what these “proto-
modernist” stylistic and structural elements comprise, but it serves here to discuss the 
translation choices that such elements necessitated.  My decision, for instance, to replicate 
Pirandello’s use of en dashes ( – ) rather than using quotation marks to indicate characters’ 
speech was one such choice.  While on the one hand, this technique allowed me to replicate 
in English the lack of barrier between narrator and character, among other effects, it also 
proved to be a hindrance in that it meant limiting my use of en dashes for any other purpose 
in the text.  This was particularly trying, as having that punctuation mark at my disposal 
would have been useful given the long, circuitous nature of many of Pirandello’s 
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constructions.  I also opted to reproduce Pirandello’s near-ubiquitous use of free indirect 
discourse, which is one of the most important features of the original text.  This choice was 
made in part in order to bring this aspect of Pirandello’s early writing to the foreground, but 
also because in his 1925 English translation of the novel, also entitled The Outcast, Leo 
Ongley consistently failed to maintain this technique, instead opting for a more neutral, less 
invasive narrator.  Finally, as will come up over the course of what follows, when faced as a 
translator with the choice to maintain the foreignness of the text or to domesticate it, I have in 
almost every circumstance chosen to foreignize.  This is, in part, because I agree with 
Lawrence Venuti’s arguments about the moral responsibility of the translator not to render 
the text “transparent,” and because I feel that maintaining many of the features of the original 
Italian is truer to Pirandello’s “humoristic” vision of the novel, which was meant to feel 
somewhat off-kilter, if not directly off-putting in places.  To this end, I have made the 
English text of L’Esclusa feel as “foreign” as possible by, for instance, leaving in Italian the 
names and nicknames (“Roccuccio,” “Mararrò”); terms of endearment (“cara mia”); 
geographical names, including streets (“Via Papireto,” “Monte Cuccio,” “Conca d’oro”); 
titles (“cavaliere”); terms of address (“Signora”); onomatopoeia (“squee,” “puah!”); and 
making reference to the formal and informal pronoun shifts when that issue arose.  I utilized 
the same strategy when I encountered more specific cultural references, like the mention in 
Part I, Chapter 9 of “scialacuore,” a frozen dessert specific to Southern Italy, and for which 
there is no English equivalent.  Along these same lines, I have also used calque as an 
alternative whenever the kind of borrowing indicated above seemed inappropriate (referring 
to the “ispettore scolastico” as the “school inspector,” rather than the more modern 
“superintendent,” for instance), always with the intention of maintaining the foreignness of 
the text.  It has been extremely helpful on this score to consult Ongley’s text precisely 
because he so often opted to domesticate his text in these instances.  This is not so much a 
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criticism of his product, which was made in a different time and for a different readership, as 
it is an acknowledgement of the difficulty inherent in this process.   
Linguistic Untranslatability: Vocabulary 
 
As Bassnett and Lefevere have indicated, dealing with linguistic untranslatability is 
less difficult when the textual grids of the SL and TL are closer, but even if Italian and 
English “make use of the same textual grid, with slight variations in emphasis” because both 
grids are derived from the Greco-Roman template, there are many different kinds of 
problems that present themselves, even on the somewhat basic level of vocabulary 
(Constructing Cultures, 5).  Some of these, like the use of the term “sala d’aspetto” [lit. 
“waiting room”]44 that appears throughout the novel to indicate the room in which the 
teachers at Marta’s school spend time when they are not teaching, were somewhat easy to 
solve; I wanted to avoid using the more modern “teachers’ lounge” in order to maintain the 
feel of the culture, language, and period, so I opted for the more simple “teachers’ room.”  
Others, like the description of “certi canapè d'antica foggia con due rulli alla base delle 
testate” [“several canapés in the old style with ornamental rolls of wood at either end”] 
proved more difficult simply because the objects to which the vocabulary referred were so 
specific to the culture and the period, thereby making it difficult to convey the proper visual 
image (113).  The great majority of these sorts of issues were more complex than just finding 
a word-to-word translation that allowed me to sidestep problems of culture and period.  
Rather, they had more to do with the nature of the Italian language itself and the kinds of 
ambiguity it can have with regard to English.  
First among these is a problem that is not specific to the relationship between Italian 
and English, but which is true of any SL and TL.  In accordance with Catford’s category of 
                                                 
44 As in the previous chapter, when necessary I will be providing both “literal” translations and more nuanced 
translations of terms and passages in order to demonstrate my choices more clearly.  These literal translations 
are meant only to render direct meaning, and will always be indicated with the abbreviation “lit.” 
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linguistic untranslatability, there are vocabulary issues that make literal translation impossible 
by virtue of the simple fact that the TL does not have a word that serves the same function.  
The argument has been made, of course, that this is true of every act of translation, as the 
range of connotation never matches perfectly, but there are certainly words that are more 
difficult to translate than others for this reason.  For example, in Part II, Chapter 10 of 
L’Esclusa, we discover that in Alvignani’s presence Marta “non reluttava,” which literally 
indicates that she “was not reluctant,” but which more elegantly translates as “she 
acquiesced” (133).  In English, there is no stand-alone verb that indicates being reluctant, and 
the translation is complicated by the fact that it is used here in a negative construction, a 
choice that is perfectly natural in Italian, but that in English would sound like an implicit 
double negative.  Although this technique can be used to great effect when an author wishes 
purposely to complicate a construction or purposely render dialogue or speech clumsy,45 that 
is not the feeling of the Italian, so my best option was to keep the negative structure while 
maintaining the active nature of her acquiescence, rendering the line, “She did not try to pull 
away.”  A similar example is Pirandello’s use of the verb “insolentire,” which would literally 
translate as something like “to be insolent (to).”   This problem presents itself in Part II, 
Chapter 12, when a jealous Falcone confronts Marta about where she has been, just as she is 
leaving Alvignani’s house.  She responds to his questions by asking him, “Chi le dà il diritto 
d'insolentire la gente per istrada?” [lit. “Who has given you the right to be insolent to people 
in the street?”] (143). In this case, I made a transposition similar to the one above, but in 
order to maintain the flow of the line, I had to generalize Marta’s accusation to, “What do 
you think you’re doing, accosting people in the street like this?”  While the loss of the nuance 
is regrettable, this option was the best of many.   
                                                 
45 One thinks here, for instance, of Langston Hughes's use of double negative in order to convey his young 
speaker’s sense of discovery in ‘Theme for English B”: “I guess being colored doesn’t make me not like/ the 
same things other folks like who are other races.”      
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In some cases, the lack of an equivalent word in English was not the problem, but the 
suitability of that word was.  This was the case, for instance, with Falcone’s rejoinder to 
Marta’s questions in the same scene referred to above: he says to her through clenched teeth, 
“Io la svergogno!” [lit. “I will make you ashamed!”] (143). Although there is an English 
equivalent – “I will shame you!”, it misses the mark, mainly because it does not convey the 
violence of Falcone’s threat, particularly with regard to what Marta has been through 
regarding her reputation; she has been wrongly “shamed,” after all, at every step of the way.  
In his 1925 translation, Ongley avoids the problem entirely, rendering the line simply, “I 
despise you!”, a choice that does not capture the complicated nature of either Falcone’s 
love/hate relationship to Marta, nor does it capture his pettiness (Ongley 280).  I opted to 
modulate and amplify in order to make this threat more explicit and ended up rendering the 
line, “I’ll show the world what you really are!”  A different kind of problem arose with 
translating metaphorical words that create a very specific visual in the head of the reader.  
One example is Pirandello’s use of the verb “sprizzare” (“to spray, gush, or ooze”) in a 
passage in which Marta is contemplating suicide.  In Part II, Chapter 13, Pirandello writes, 
L'idea della morte, sprizzata tra le strette dei due partiti odiosi proposti dall'Alvignani, 
l'aveva dominata durante tutta la notte, e continuava a dominarla. Ma l'immagine 
dell'attuazione la riempiva ancora d'orrore, le dava quasi la vertigine. (146) 
 
[lit. The idea of death, sprayed out between the crush of the two awful proposals of 
Alvignani, had dominated her all night long, and continued to dominate her. But the 
image of enacting it still filled her with horror, almost gave her vertigo.] 
 
In order to get this idea across in as dramatically effective a way as the original, I once again 
had to modulate the passage.  This involved not only splitting it into three, rather than two, 
sentences, but also changing the order of the substantives and redistributing them over the 
first two sentences. “Death” ended up moving from its primary position in the Italian to a 
secondary position in the second sentence, and I focused the sentence more on Marta’s 
feeling of being trapped, rather than on her entertaining the idea of suicide: 
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Marta was trapped, caught between those two vile options Alvignani had given her.  
The only way out, it seemed, was death, which had dominated her thoughts all night 
long, and continued to do so.  But the image of her actually taking her own life filled 
her with such horror that it almost made her dizzy.   
 
Again, although this solution involves losing some of the nuance, in this case, the 
untranslatable visual imagery associated with the crush of her two options pushing the idea of 
suicide into her head, my translation keeps the basic idea and gives the reader an adequate 
sense of the increasingly claustrophobic nature of Marta’s situation.  
Finally, problems of linguistic untranslatability arose when more than one literal 
translation presented itself, as is the case with Marta’s entreaty to Rocco at the end of the 
novel, “fammi andar via,” which could be translated as having the sense of either “let me go 
(away)” or “make me go/send me away” (171).  I raise this problem not so much because it 
brought up insurmountable difficulties, which, in such cases, force the translator to rely on 
context clues, but because, in Ongley’s translation, he frequently read these clues differently.  
In the above example, for instance, it seems very clear that as Rocco is trying to dissuade 
Marta from leaving to commit suicide, she would be saying “let me go,” rather than “make 
me go.”  Perhaps because the line is repeated many times, however, Ongley opts to render the 
line both ways: “‘No… let me go,’ Marta implored, defending herself as best she could, but 
her strength fast failing her.  ‘Make me go away… I beg you…’” (333).  There is a similar 
example in the very last lines of the novel, when Rocco, who has had his change of heart and 
is asking Marta to stay and keep vigil with him over his mother’s dead body.  He says, 
“Guarda… guarda mia madre… Perdono, perdono… Rimani qui. Vegliamola insieme…” 
(172).  Although Pirandello’s intention here is very clear from the context, the issue here is 
that “guarda” can be translated, in this case, as either the third-person singular of “guardare,” 
[“to look, watch”] or the singular imperative.  Rocco is undoubtedly saying “look at my 
mother,” rather than “my mother is looking,” and so I have rendered the line, “Look at her, 
Marta….  Look at my mother….  I forgive you….  I forgive you….  Stay here.  Let’s keep 
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the vigil together….”  Once again, however, Ongley has chosen the other option, translating 
the line as “’She is looking… my mother is looking.  I forgive… I forgive…  Stay here… 
stay! …  We’ll keep watch together…” (334).  This is not meant to be directly critical of 
Ongley’s translation itself, but to highlight the difficult nature of reading the context clues in 
cases like these and the variability of different translators’ choices when this occurs. 
Linguistic Untranslatability: Syntax 
 
Another of the major problems that any translator must face is the difficulty of 
rendering syntactical differences between the SL and TL, a category of problem that includes 
both issues of word order and basic sentence structure.  The most notable of these issues is 
the ability, particularly in romance languages, of the writer or speaker to add multiple 
subordinate clauses to a sentence without rendering the sentence inelegant.  This can lead to 
sentences that are syntactically different from any English construction, and in some cases, 
sentences that are, by English standards, extremely long.46  A classic example of a 
construction in Italian that is difficult to render in English is a sentence that begins with a list, 
whether of adjectives or subordinate clauses, before ending with the subject and predicate of 
the sentence.  At the beginning of Part II, Chapter 7, for instance, the reader learns of 
Alvignani’s feeling worn down: 
E una mattina, davanti allo specchio, gli era avvenuto di notare il pallore del volto 
quasi disfatto, le rughe alla coda degli occhi, la piega triste delle labbra, i capelli di 
molto diradati, e se n'era rammaricato profondamente.  (119) 
 
[lit. And one morning, in front of the mirror, he came to note the pallor of his 
exhausted face, the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, the sad crease of his lips, his 
(very) thinning hair, and he was deeply upset about/saddened by this.] 
 
The problem here is not so much the long list of flaws Alvignani discovers, for there are 
longer lists in the book, but rather the transition into the substance of the sentence, the fact 
                                                 
46 One thinks here of the famously long constructions Proust utilizes in À la recherche du temps perdu, like the 
almost 1000-word sentence beginning “Sans honneur que précaire…” that appears early in the first part of 
Sodome et Gomorrhe. 
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that he is upset, which, when the sentence structure is rendered literally into English, seems 
like an afterthought to the list, rather than the “destination” of the list.  Quite the opposite is 
true in Italian.  In order to solve it, I opted to separate the final clause of the sentence from 
the list with a semi-colon.  By allowing the reader a more definitive pause before the final 
clause, she is allowed to engage with the final thought more effectively and to realize its 
importance.  The result is,  
And one morning, as he stood in front of his mirror, he suddenly took note of the 
pallor of his tired face, the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, the sad lines running 
down from his mouth, his thinning hair; he was profoundly troubled by all of this. 
 
A second type of syntactical problem of this variety is the possibility in Italian prose of 
linking many subordinate clauses with semicolons.  For example, at the end of Part II, 
Chapter 2, the narrator describes Marta’s growing anxiety:   
Adesso, dopo i sogni della notte gravi d'incubi e di visioni strane, agitati da continue 
smanie; dopo il duro urto nel riaprire gli occhi stanchi alla realtà nuda e monotona 
della sua esistenza, in mezzo a quel rifiorire fascinoso della stagione; ogni mattina 
l'apprensione di sentirsi sola le cresceva; i nervi le vibravano, andando, quasi fosse 
sotto l'imminenza d'ignoti pericoli; né sapeva più rinfrancarsi appena entrata nel 
Collegio.  (103)  
 
[lit. Now, after (night) dreams full of nightmares and strange visions, agitated by 
continual restlessness; after the hard blow of reopening her tired eyes to the naked, 
monotonous reality of her existence, in the midst of that appealing reflowering of the 
season; every morning the apprehension of feeling alone grew; her nerves vibrated, as 
she went, almost as if there were some imminent, unknown danger; nor did she know 
how to reinvigorate herself once she had entered the Collegio.]   
 
Like the description of Alvignani, a literal translation into English is entirely unsuitable here, 
as there is simply too much information to include elegantly in a single sentence.  Also as in 
the above example, the main clause of the sentence, which involves the idea that unlike 
earlier in the novel, she no longer just feels this anxiety on her walk to school but also once 
she arrives, is deemphasized in a literal translation.  In order to solve this problem, I simply 
opted to break the passage into multiple sentences, keeping the first as long and full of 
information as possible, but separating the final thoughts for emphasis: 
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And now, after a night spent tossing and turning, full of terrible nightmares and 
strange visions, after the harsh shock of opening her tired eyes to naked reality and to 
the monotony of her existence, even surrounded as she was by the alluring 
blossoming of the season, every morning her fear of being alone in the city streets 
grew.  Her nerves hummed and jangled as she walked, as if she were hounded by 
some imminent, unknown danger.  And she no longer managed to regain control of 
herself when she arrived at the school. 
 
A similar example can be found in Part II, Chapter 14, in which the Juès and Marta make 
their way through a windstorm to attend to the dying Fana Pentàgora. 
Alla svolta del Duomo, sul Corso, un non mai visto spettacolo: un fragoroso torrente, 
crescevole sempre, di foglie secche rovinava vorticosamente, come se il vento avesse 
strappato tutte le foglie delle campagne e via con impeto di rabbia, in un veemente 
eccesso di distruzione se le trascinasse da Porta Nuova giù, giù, fino al mare, in 
fondo.  (156) 
 
[lit. At the turn by the Duomo, on the Corso, a never-before-seen spectacle: a 
deafening torrent, always growing, of dry leaves swirling in a vortex, as if the wind 
had stripped all of the leaves of the countryside and away with a violent rage, in a 
vehement excess of destruction was dragging them from Porta Nuova down, down, all 
the way to the sea, at the bottom (of the street).]   
 
Once again, the problem is neatly solved by splitting the long sentence into two. 
 
Where the Corso turned toward the Duomo, they saw something none of them had 
ever seen before: a deafening torrent of dry leaves that seemed to be growing every 
second as it whirled around and around.  It was as if the wind had stripped every last 
leaf in the countryside and now in a forceful rage, in a vehement excess of destructive 
force was dragging them from Porta Nuova to the very bottom of the street, and then 
all the way down to the sea. 
 
A third kind of syntactical problem involves the fact that it is possible in Italian to 
provide long lists of adjectives, which can become difficult to shoehorn into an English 
translation without changing the order of the information provided and/or breaking the 
original structure into multiple sentences.  A basic example is when we are introduced to 
Fana Pentàgora, also in Part II, Chapter 14.  When Marta first sees Fana, the narrator explains 
that, “I capelli grigi, ruvidi, ricciuti, abbondantissimi erano arruffati sul guanciale ingiallito 
[lit. Her grey, coarse, curly, abundant hair was tangled on the yellowed pillow] (158).  Just as 
in the cases above, the translator must choose between omitting information and distributing 
subordinate clauses over multiple sentences; here the adjectives must be either reduced in 
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number or redistributed to modify multiple elements of a sentence.  In the chapter in which 
the above passage is found, Pirandello is almost unquestionably trying to make parallels 
between Fana and Marta, both of whom have been cast out of their homes for a perceived 
betrayal.  The unconfirmed suspicion that Fana has committed suicide lends credence to this 
idea, and allows the reader – and Marta, and eventually Rocco – to see the result of Marta’s 
plan to kill herself.   Marta’s thick, beautiful hair is mentioned a number of times over the 
course of the novel, so in translating the above sentence, I chose to keep all of the adjectives 
that allow the reader to see Fana as an older version of Marta.  In doing so, I removed the 
literal sense of “arruffati” [“tangled, messed up, tousled, ruffled”], but managed to solve the 
problem by allowing the adjectives to modify both “hair” and “mass.”  The result was, “Her 
coarse grey hair lay in a curly, thick mass across the pillows, which had begun to yellow with 
age.”   
This particular problem of syntax becomes more complicated when a descriptive 
passage involves a combination of adjectives and adjective clauses.  When we meet Professor 
Mormoni in Part II, Chapter 2 of the novel, for instance, we find that, 
Il professor Mormoni, Pompeo Emanuele Mormoni, autore di ben quattordici volumi 
in ottavo di Storia Siciliana, con appendice dei nomi e dei fatti più memorabili, con 
date e luoghi, alto, grasso, bruno, dai grand'occhi neri e dal gran pizzo qua e là appena 
brizzolato come i capelli, dignitoso sempre nella sua napoleona e col cappello a stajo, 
si gonfiava dal dispetto come un tacchino e, così gonfio, pareva volesse dire a Marta: 
«Oh, sai, carina? se tu non ti curi di me, neanch'io di te: non t'illudere!».  Ma se ne 
curava, invece, e come! e quanto!  Certi momenti pareva fosse lì lì per scoppiare.  
Aveva finanche perduto, sedendo, i suoi atteggiamenti monumentali, per cui tutte le 
seggiole diventavano quasi tanti piedistalli per lui: «scolpitemi così!».  (98) 
 
[lit. Professor Mormoni, Pompeo Emanuele Mormoni, the author of a good fourteen 
volumes in octavo of History of Sicily, including appendices of memorable names and 
events, with dates and places, tall, fat, dark, with large black eyes and a great beard 
here and there streaked (with grey) like his hair was, always dignified in his Napoleon 
(coat) and top hat, puffed up with spite like a turkey and, puffed up in this way, he 
seemed to say to Marta: “Oh, you know what, my dear?  If you don’t care about me, 
neither do I about you: don’t delude yourself!”  But rather, he did care about her, and 
how!  And so much!  At certain moments it seemed to him that he would just about 
burst.  He had even lost, when sitting, his usual monumental posture, for which every 




Because this passage is an example of the sort of free indirect discourse I have tried to 
preserve in the novel – the long, circuitous sentences are constructed in such a way that they 
positively drip with the pomposity of the character Pirandello is describing – I did not want to 
break up the list to the degree that this effect was lost.  Unfortunately, the sheer amount of 
information provided meant splitting the description into multiple sentences, but I managed 
to make only two main breaks.  I had to sculpt the list of adjectives early in the passage into 
complete sentences, which is unnecessary in Italian, but I also opted to break up the string of 
adjective clauses with a sentence that occurs later in the original (“Aveva finanche 
perduto…”).  In this way, the sense and content of the original are maintained, but it reads 
more effectively as an English passage. 
Professor Mormoni, Pompeo Emanuele Mormoni, author of the fourteen-volume (in 
octavo) History of Sicily, including appendices of memorable names and events, with 
dates and places, was a tall, heavy, dark man with large black eyes, and a long beard 
streaked here and there with grey.  He was always extremely dignified, and always in 
his Napoleon coat and top hat; every chair he sat in seemed to become a pedestal on 
which he posed, as if to say, “Sculpt me thusly!”  Pompeo was spiteful and puffed up 
with pride like a turkey.  Puffed up like this, he always seemed to be saying to Marta: 
“You know, my dear, if you don’t care anything about me, then I do not care anything 
about you!  Don’t delude yourself!”  Oh, but he did care.  Oh, how he cared!  He 
cared so much!  He often felt that he would burst on the spot, and at such times he 
would even lose his monumental posture.   
 
The final syntactical problem involves issues of word order.  It is no secret that word 
order can be tricky to translate from and into any language, but one can often get around the 
problem by simple transposition or modulation.  There are instances, however, when the 
natural SL word order is complicated by a particular stylistic feature, and so rendered 
effectively untranslatable.  One of the early examples in L’Esclusa is the description in Part I, 
Chapter 5 of Paolo Sistri, who has recently taken over Francesco Ajala’s tannery, sitting in 




- Puah!  Alla faccia di... - e nominava un creditore, scaraventando uno sputo contro la 
parete” (43). 
 
[lit. – Puah!  In the face of… – and he would name a creditor, spitting forcefully 
against the wall.] 
 
The problem here is that the lacuna in the sentence “In the face of…” does not translate 
elegantly because in English we do not commonly indicate possession with the use of the 
preposition “of” when the owner of the thing is a living entity.  This led me to the elaborate 
modulation,   
– Puah!  Right in a creditor’s face!  – And he would shout the man’s name as he spat 
on the wall.   
 
It is not as elegant as the Italian, and there is some formal loss, but this solution does convey 
all of the important content. 
My final example of this kind of untranslatability could just as easily be put below in 
the section in which I discuss the difficulty of translating some of Pirandello’s stylistic 
choices, but as the root of this translation problem is the syntax of the passage, I have opted 
to include it here.  Part I, Chapter 12 opens with,   
L'invidia da un canto, dall'altro gl'intrighi spezzati, le aspirazioni deluse trassero 
agevolmente dalla calunnia una scusa alla loro sconfitta. (70)   
 
[lit. Envy on the one hand, on the other broken intrigues, the disappointed aspirations 
easily drew from slander an excuse for their defeat.] 
 
In this passage, which follows Marta arriving to take her teacher certification examination, 
we discover that Marta has, as expected, done well on her exam and that the townspeople are 
not happy about it.  Stylistically, the narrative focus shifts via free indirect discourse to the 
collective voice of the townspeople, and with that shift the prose, which, as I have discussed, 
is usually spartan and unadorned, becomes almost stately.  As a result, the sentence poses a 
number of problems for the translator, from the ambiguity of the antecedent for “loro” 
[“they”], to the difficulty of expressing the relationship between envy, broken intrigues, and 
disappointed aspirations described by the verb “trarre.”  Ongley opted for the circuitous,  
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Envy, thwarted intrigues, and disappointed hopes, all of them united found it quite 
easy to discover in slander an explanation of their discomfiture.  (134)   
 
While he correctly leaves the antecedent to “them” unclear, this construction is 
cumbersome.  If Ongley is, against his practice, aiming to foreignize the passage, he succeeds 
here, but I hoped to find a better balance between the English and Italian constructions, and 
so decided to follow Ongley’s lead and personify the disparate reasons for being unhappy at 
Marta’s success, and to take the liberty of modulating “trarre” to “to combine”: 
Envy on the one hand, and on the other, thwarted intrigues and dashed hopes happily 
combined in slander to explain how they had been vanquished. 
 
Although there is some loss in terms of content, the result maintains the formality of the 
original, as well as emphasizing the shift to the free indirect discourse of the plural 
townspeople. 
Linguistic Untranslatability: Style 
 
My final examples of the category “linguistic untranslatability” constitute a nice 
transition into the various examples of “cultural untranslatability” that follow.  This is 
because the manner in which Pirandello manipulates the Italian language in order to achieve 
particular literary effects is at once a problem of language, as in the cases that I will lay out 
here for which there are no direct English equivalents, and also cultural in that they are 
specific to Italian and in some cases to Sicilian culture.  In these cases, I have had to use the 
équivalence technique, creating my own versions of Pirandello’s choices in English.  A good 
example of what I mean is the author’s characterization of Don Ziro, the bailiff who has 
come to estimate the value of the Ajala family’s possessions so that the bank can foreclose, 
but who is unable to spell.  He writes, “(…) con la mano tremolante armò di lenti l'estremità 
del naso e, stendendo la carta sul tavolinetto tondo che stava davanti al canapè, scrisse con 
solennità in capo al foglio: ‘Sallotto’ con due elle” (63).  I experimented with many different 
variations on this means of characterization, ultimately deciding because of the English 
 
 151 
readership’s unfamiliarity with the Italian word “salotto” to render the word in English and to 
have Don Ziro make the same class of mistake in spelling it: “With quivering hand, he 
perched his spectacles on the very tip of his nose and, spreading out the sheet of paper on the 
little round table that stood before the settee, he solemnly wrote at the top of the page 
‘Parler,’ with an ‘e.’ ”  Although running contrary to my wish to foreignize as many aspects 
of the novel as I could, this choice saved me from the problem of having to intervene in the 
text with a foot- or endnote, and allowed Pirandello’s means of characterization to stand.  I 
encountered a similar problem with his characterization of Maria Rosa’s thick accent at the 
end of Part II, Chapter 1, where Pirandello writes, “Ah, nessuno, nessuno avrebbe saputo 
ridire tutte le virtù di don Dorò (le veltù - diceva donna Maria Rosa per parlare in lingua)” 
(93).  Rather than follow Ongley here and just add explication (“ ‘No indeed, no one, no one, 
could possibly have enumerated all the virtues of Don Dorò,’ lisped Donna Maria Rosa in her 
provincial dialect”) (Ongley 178), I opted to carry over Pirandello’s parenthetical, and both to 
spell out her odd pronunciation and add explication: “Oh, but no one, no one could list the 
innumerable virtues of Don Dorò (veerchoos – said Maria Rosa in her strong accent, the 
sound of her dialect creeping in).”  In this way, I was able to replicate Pirandello’s original 
form better, even if my transliteration of the accent differs entirely; I opted for a broad, 
Mediterranean accent that English reader would have no trouble deciphering. 
Perhaps the most difficult issue in this category was the comical accent Pirandello 
gives to Councilman Breganze in his tirade to the school director about Marta being unfit to 
teach his daughter:     
Voleva pronta e ampia soddisfazione! Ah sì, perrrdio! Se la signora Ajala 
aveva valide protezioni e preziose amicizie, lui, il consiglierrr Breganze, avrebbe 
rrreclamato rrriparazione e giustizia più in alto, più in alto (e si sforzava invano di 
sollevare il braccino) - sissignore, più in alto! a nome della Morale offesa non solo 
dell'Istituto, ma dell'intero paese. (….) 
- È un'im-mo-ra-li-tà! - tuonò alla fine con tutta la voce, sillabando. - O ci 





Because the broad humor of the passage revolves almost exclusively around the 
councilman’s elaborate rolling of his r’s, it was not a difficult decision to transfer this 
technique wholesale.  The difficulty, of course, lay in manipulating the vocabulary to include 
the proper number of words that featured rollable r’s, and to make sure that they were 
distributed effectively over the course of the passage, all while making sure to stay as true as 
possible to the content of the passage.  The result is, 
He wanted swift and ample retribution!  Oh yes, in the name of the Lorrrrd!  If 
Ms. Ajala had friends in such high places, then he, Cavaliere to the Crrrrown would 
demand his rrrrightly owed rrrrecompense from an even higher power, much higher 
(and here he attempted to raise his fat little arm, to no avail…) – Yes Sir, higher!  In 
the name of wounded Morality, and not only the Morality of the school, but of the 
whole town! (….) 
– It is an im-mo-ral-i-ty! – he intoned in the end at full voice, emphasizing 
each syllable.  – If you do not rrrremedy this situation, Sir, I will rrrremedy it myself.  
I will be making a formal complaint with the School Inspector!  My rrrregards, Sir. 
 
The final type of style-bound linguistic untranslatability that merits mention here is 
Pirandello’s penchant even in this early text for dramatic dialogue.  In more than one scene, 
the actions of the characters are not described by the narrator but indicated by the dialogue 
itself, a technique that perhaps looks forward to Pirandello’s later writing for the stage.  A 
good example of this is a scene in Part I, Chapter 3 of the novel, in which Pirandello recounts 
a heated exchange between Francesco and Agata Ajala regarding whether the letters Marta 
received from Alvignani demonstrate her innocence: 
- L'ultima? C'è la prova che Marta... 
- È innocente, è vero? - scattò egli, afferrandola per un braccio, respingendola, 
andandole addosso di nuovo. - Innocente? Innocente? hai il coraggio di dire innocente 
davanti a me? E qua, qua, qua, rossore, qua, ne hai? rossore, qua? (21) 
 
[– And the last one?  It’s proof that Marta…. 
– Is innocent, right? – he snapped, seizing her roughly by the arm, jostling her, 
pushing her and pulling her again.  – Innocent?  Innocent?  You dare say the word in 
my presence? Do you have no shame?  Where is your blush?  – And in saying this he 
furiously slapped her cheeks, again and again.  – Is it here? or here? or here?  Here? 




It was tempting to avoid what might be construed as a reference to Hamlet, Act III, scene iv, 
when Hamlet confronts his mother with “O shame, where is thy blush,” in the hopes of not 
over-domesticating the scene, but in fact, this scene shares many qualities with that scene in 
Shakespeare’s play with which Pirandello was undoubtedly familiar, including the fact that 
the scene from Hamlet is often staged to involve Hamlet assaulting his mother as Francesco 
Ajala assaults his wife here (Shakespeare 323).  This aside, any other sort of transposition or 
modulation would stray too far from the source text.  I considered, for instance, transposing 
the spatial reference “here” for a temporal one, “now,” but “Are you blushing now?” and 
repeating the word “now” proved unsatisfactory.  In the end, even letting the possible Hamlet 
reference stand, I am happy with the result as I feel that I have successfully rendered the 
physicality of the scene, which was my aim. 
Cultural Untranslatability: Italian Idiom 
 
A different, although equally unavoidable, set of problems was posed in my 
translation of the text by Pirandello’s use of idiomatic Italian.  I am including in this category 
both his infrequent but notable use of proverbs and his basic use of phrases that are idiomatic 
in Italian.   These problems fall squarely into Catford’s category of cultural untranslatability, 
as the issue of translation in these cases does not come down to language; in all cases, the 
words and structures to translate these expressions exist in English, but the meanings are 
culturally specific.  I have used a wide variety of techniques on this score, and whenever 
possible, I have tried to maintain the foreignness of the original while allowing as much of 
the meaning to come across as possible.   
To this end, I used calque or literal translation whenever I had the option to do so.  
For example, in Part I, Chapter 5, the narrator says of Agata, “la madre chiudeva gli occhi sul 
suo cordoglio,” which I opted to render directly as “her mother closed her eyes on her grief,” 
both because doing so allows some of the feel of the Italian to remain and because it is a 
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beautiful metaphor (32).  In a similar situation, and for similar reasons, I translated Maria 
Rosa Juè’s speaking of her dead husband “con le lagrime agli occhi e nella voce” as “with 
tears in her eyes and in her voice” (93).  Although one cannot, strictly speaking, speak with 
tears in one’s “voice,” the phenomenon that Pirandello is trying to get across here seemed 
universal enough that it was worth rendering the synesthesia word-for-word, rather than, say, 
as Ongley opted to translate it: “with tears in her eyes and sobs in her voice” (178).  I also 
used literal translation for many of the Italian colloquialisms that came up in the text.  For 
instance, in Chapter 7 of Part I, Anna Veronica makes that argument that praying to Saints 
Cosimo and Damiano, the patron saints of the village, will heal Marta more quickly and 
effectively than anything prescribed by her inept doctor, whom Anna Veronica describes as, 
“tuo medico spelato, con un occhio a Cristo e l'altro a San Giovanni” (41).  The colloquialism 
used here refers to the doctor having a lazy eye, and I have rendered it directly, as, “that bald 
old doctor, with his one eye on Christ and the other on Saint John.”  Additionally, when 
before Maria Rosa and Fifo leave Marta and Rocco at his mother’s bedside, Maria Rosa 
notes, “E penserò un pochino anche a me e quest'anima di Purgatorio…” (164).  Since her 
reference to her husband as “quest'anima di Purgatorio” is, in context, a term of endearment, I 
opted once again to translate directly and allow the context to do the work: “And I’ll also take 
a little care of myself and this soul in Purgatory over here….”  As is the case with most of 
these examples, the reader must do a little bit more work to understand, but such choices 
represent a net gain for the TT, as more of the spirit and content of the ST are conveyed. 
In other cases, I was forced to partially modulate an idiomatic phrase, which I 
effected by amplifying the passage, and sometimes even going so far as to add explication, 
such that the idiomatic meaning was clearer.  My goal in these cases was, again, to keep as 
much of the feeling as possible, while making it fully comprehensible to a TL audience.  The 
Italian idiomatic term “due passi,” which literally means “two steps,” but is used 
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idiomatically to indicate a short distance, proved to be an interesting example.  In some 
instances, I was constrained to provide an equivalent expression instead of directly 
translating, as in Part I, Chapter 7 when Anna Veronica wishes to take Marta to church, 
noting that it is “a due passi,” which I translate as “just around the corner” rather than the 
more literal “two steps away” (44).  The same constraint presented itself in Part II, Chapter 7, 
when we learn that Alvignani’s landlords live “a due passi, sul Corso Calatafimi” [“just 
around the corner, on the Corso Calatafimi”] and in the next chapter, when Marta is described 
as having acquiesced to Alvignani’s invitation “di fare due passi insieme” [“to take a short 
walk together”] (124).  I was, however, able to execute the partial modulation and retain 
some of the literal translation when Alvignani made that proposal, translating “- Venga, due 
passi... Il mal di capo le svanirà. Vede che giornata? Due passi...” as “– Come, just a little 
walk…  Your headache will go away.  Can’t you see what a beautiful day it is?  Just two 
steps….” (123).  The repetition of the idiomatic phrase allowed me to maintain some of the 
foreign nature of the text while, once again, rendering the meaning directly.  I was able to 
execute another variety of this kind of partial modulation in Part II, Chapter 14 of the text, 
when Rocco’s mother utters her son’s name before he has arrived: “- Rocco... - mormorò 
ancora una volta la moribonda, fissando lungamente gli occhi in volto a Marta, come 
assetata” (158).  Her characterization as “come assetata” [“like a thirsty woman”] is the issue 
here.  I opted for translating the whole sentence as, “– Rocco…. – the dying woman 
murmured once again, her eyes fixed on Marta’s face, as if dying of thirst,” and by translating 
“assetata” literally and adding explication, I was able to keep some of the feel of the original 
while making the meaning clearer for an English-reading audience.  This was, I felt, an 
improvement to Ongley’s choice to treat Fana’s “thirst” in a more broadly metaphorical way: 
“‘Rocco,’ the dying woman murmured once more, slowly fixing her eyes on Marta’s face, as 
though thirsting for something she hoped to find there” (Ongley 309). 
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The final category includes idiomatic expressions that needed to be entirely reworked 
in order to make sense in English.  In these instances, I used either transposition, modulation, 
or, in rare cases, équivalence.  In the first category are examples like Anna Maria’s 
announcement to Marta’s mother and sister, now impoverished, that she has found them work 
as seamstresses.  She expresses this as, “Dunque, vi do parte e consolazione che la figlia del 
barone Troìsi si marita…” (64).   The problem here is that the combination of “dare parte” 
[“to give news”] and “dare consolazione” [“to give consolation”] do not match any English 
construction.  Rather than rendering the line along the lines of “I bring you news and 
consolation,” which does not at all render the tone of Anna Veronica’s line, I have translated 
it as simply, “I have an announcement.”  By omitting the “consolation” part of the 
construction the line flows better, and I decided to rely on the fact that the news once it is 
delivered is suitably consoling without that fact being stated directly.  A similar problem 
arose regarding the scene in which Maria Rosa and Fifo stop in to tell the Ajalas that Fana 
Pentàgora is dying.  In explaining why they are going to sit with her in her final hours even 
though they do not know her, Maria Rosa asks “Siamo cristiani, sì o no? È carne battezzata!” 
[lit. Are we Christians or no?  It is baptized flesh!] (155).   I have had to avoid the last phrase 
entirely, transposing to “We are not heathens!”  In doing so, I wished to avoid the more 
complex explication that Ongley includes in his translation as, “Are we Christians or are we 
not?  Are those bodies of our baptized, or aren’t they, I should like to know!”  I also wanted 
to convey both the sense and Maria Rosa’s proud tone found in the Italian.   
Another category of idiomatic Italian includes short words and phrases inserted into 
dialogue to make it seem more realistically like speech.  These often proved difficult to 
translate, and when I did not omit them, they had to be transposed entirely, as in the use of 
“via, via” when Marta speaks to herself through the narrator’s free indirect discourse, trying 
to raise her own spirits: “Oh, via, via: sciocchezze da bambina…” (96), which I rendered 
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“Come now, come now… she was being a baby….”  Another interesting example is found in 
Part II, Chapter 13, when the director of the school confesses that she would rather not have 
Falcone around the students, saying, “siamo giusti: io vi confesso che ora avrei paura, se 
dovesse ritornare qui tra le mie alunne” (145).  Because there is no direct English equivalent 
for “siamo giusti,” here I translated the line as “To be honest, I must confess that at this point 
I would be afraid to have him back here among our girls.”  This once again carries across the 
meaning, even if there is some loss of idiomatic nuance.  Along similar lines, at the end of the 
novel, Marta decides to leave and commit suicide, and after Rocco asks her where she is 
going, she blankly notes, “Vado… Non lo so… Ti raccomando…” (171).  The “ti 
raccomando” has, of course, no English equivalent, but it has the sense of something along 
the lines of “I beg you,” and I modulated the line to “– I’m going… I don’t know…. Let me 
go, I beseech you….,” opting to use a more antiquated term to convey the foreignness of the 
passage.  As such, my change provides much more of the sense of the Italian line than 
Ongley’s choice of “I am going… I don’t know… Goodbye…” (333).   Finally, there were a 
few idiomatic expressions that I felt necessary to provide equivalences for, as when the Juès 
arrive at the Ajala home for the first time and announce a “visita di convenienza” (93), which 
I translated as “courtesy call,” and when the narrator illustrates Marta’s love for Alvignani’s 
language, describing her as “pendeva dalle labbra di lui” (132), which I rendered in English 
with the equivalent expression, “hanging on his every word.”   
A final category of idiom comprises the handful of proverbs that Pirandello utilizes in 
the novel, a technique one associates with Verga, most notably in his 1881 novel, I 
Malavoglia.47  As Vinay and Darbelnet, among others, point out, équivalence is the 
traditional way of translating proverbs.  In fact, they note specifically that, “most 
                                                 
47 There is a vast body of work written on the use of proverb in Italian literature.  For more as it relates to 
Verga’s work, and particularly to the character of Padron ‘Ntoni in I Malavoglia, see the section entitled “The 
Geographical Poetics of Giovanni Verga” in Nelson Moe’s The View from Vesuvius: Italian Culture and the 
Southern Question (pp. 250-298), as well as Gabriella Alfieri’s Il Motto degli antichi: proverbio e contesto nei 
Malavoglia, among many others. 
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equivalences are fixed, and belong to a phraseological repertoire of idioms, clichés, proverbs, 
nominal or adjectival phrases, etc.  In general, proverbs are perfect examples of 
equivalences” (38).  Although that may be true, for a number of reasons I opted not to use 
this technique when translating L’Esclusa.  Primary among these reasons was my desire to 
maintain both the sense and as much of the feel of Pirandello’s prose as possible, even when 
that meant the reader had to do more work.  This was my desire for the general reasons that 
Venuti outlines in his work, but also because I found that the actual expressions these 
characters use in the novel do help to characterize them, and that using an equivalent phrase 
in English, when I could find one, was a jarring insertion that often went against character.  
In Part I, Chapter 10, for instance, after Antonio Pentàgora has orchestrated Marta’s public 
shaming during the feast-day celebration, he reflects on the fact that because he is rich, he 
can do as he pleases and does not need to fear anyone.  The narrator, via free indirect 
discourse, tells us, “Tutta la gente, infatti, gli faceva largo: largo al vitello, anzi al bue d'oro!” 
[lit. “All the people, in fact, gave him a wide berth: make way for the calf, or rather for the 
golden calf!”] (59).  I decided to modulate the phrase slightly, translating both “bue” and 
“vitello” as “calf” in order to highlight the allusion to the “golden calf,” the false god 
worshiped by the Israelites in Exodus 32, and to emphasize the importance of “golden,” 
drawing attention to the idea that the “false god” that is Pentàgora’s wealth allows him to 
behave as he wishes with impunity.  Because I did not render the passage with an equivalent 
English proverb, I also added “as they say” as a signpost that this is proverbial.  The result, 
which I feel conveys much of the sense of the original, was, “In fact, everyone gave him a 
wide berth: make way for the calf, as they say, especially the golden calf!”  I had an easier 
time with Torchiara’s use of the proverb “salvare capra e cavoli” [“to save (both) the goat 
and the cabbages”] because the character effectively explains what he means by it.  He notes, 
again through the narrator’s use of free indirect discourse, 
 
 159 
… vagliando e traendo giudizio dalle opposte versioni del fatto, avrebbe scritto 
all'Alvignani per provvedere alla meglio e salvare all'uopo, come suol dirsi, capra e 
cavoli. In ultima analisi, pazienza per la capra. I cavoli, in questo caso, erano i voti 
con cui Gregorio Alvignani era stato eletto deputato. (85) 
 
[Sifting through and evaluating the merits of the contradictory versions of the story, 
he had written to Alvignani as a precautionary measure and hoping, as the saying 
goes, to save both the kid and the cabbages.  The cabbages, in this case, were the 
votes with which Gregorio Alvignani had been elected Deputy.] 
 
In this way, the reader of English understands the meaning of the phrase without my having 
had to resort to replacing it with the English expression “to have the best of both worlds,” or 
“to have one’s cake and eat it too,” both of which fall short of the original and would have 
involved essentially rewriting the passage, rather than translating it.  Once again, I also 
inserted a reference to the fact that this is a saying, which clarifies the translation as well.  I 
used a similar technique, although there was no need to add a reference to the fact that it was 
an adage, when, in Part II, Chapter 15, Maria Rosa offers Rocco, who has just arrived in 
Palermo, some refreshment.  She says, “sacco vuoto non si regge... Il povero signor Rocco, 
dopo tante ore di ferrovia, avrà certo bisogno di qualche ristoro…” (164).  In this case, 
because the speaker once again explains the meaning of the expression in the sentence that 
follows it, it is very clear even translated literally: “An empty sack cannot stand on its own, 
and after so many hours on the train, poor Signor Rocco must be desperate for some 
refreshment….”  The one exception to my providing a more-or-less direct translation of 
proverbial phrases was at the end of Part II, Chapter 1, when Maria Rosa, who is speaking 
about the tendency of the townspeople to gossip, proclaims, “dove non può mettere i piedi, 
mette le scale… E in questa città poi…” [lit. “where one can’t put his feet, he’ll put up a 
ladder….  And in this city especially….”] (94).  In this instance, because of both the non-
intuitive nature of the saying and the importance of the theme of gossip to the novel, I felt it 
necessary to transpose it entirely.  Rather than finding an equivalent English saying, however, 
I simply had her explain the meaning of the Italian proverb: “if they don’t know the truth, 
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they’ll just make it up!  And in this town especially….”  Although there is obviously some 
cultural loss in this case, the sense of the passage is maintained, and the meaning of the 
saying is clear. 
Cultural Untranslatability: Sicilian and Tuscan Insertions 
 
One of the hallmarks of Pirandello’s “anti-literary” prose style, as I have indicated 
above, is its lack or ornateness, an aspect of the work that is undoubtedly influenced by 
Capuana and Verga.  On the one hand, Pirandello executes this “plainness” for reasons 
similar to those of the veristi: he wishes to remove the rhetoric and artifice from the language 
such that the language does not get in the way of the “things” signified.  In his 1931 
“Discorso su Verga alla Reale Accademia d’Italia,” Pirandello notes that in the works of 
Verga, “la parola che pone la cosa, e per parola non vuol valere se non in quanto serve a 
esprimere la cosa, per modo che tra la cosa e chi deve vederla, essa, come parola, sparisca, e 
stia lì, non parola, ma la cosa stessa” [“the word indicates the thing – and words are useless if 
they do not in some sense serve to express something – in such a way that between the thing 
and the person who must see it, it, as a word, disappears, and what remains is not the word, 
but the thing itself”] (1417).  This stylistic choice to use language that aims not only to show 
things as they are, but also to allow his reader to experience language as it might be heard on 
the street, is in direct contrast to the stylistic decadence of D’Annunzio’s works, in which 
Pirandello finds, as he notes in the same essay, “un'architettura appariscente di sapienti parole 
musicali, che vogliono avere un valore per sé, oltre quello della cosa significata, ma che alla 
fine, poiché ci sentite la bravura, vi saziano e vi stancano” [a gaudy architecture of wise, 
musical words that want to have a value in and of themselves, beyond just their meanings, 
but that, in the end, because the skill with which they have been chosen is so apparent, bore 
us and make us grow tired of them] (1418).  On the other hand, as Filippo Puglisi points out 
in Pirandello e la sua lingua, there is an important extent to which Pirandello’s aims differ 
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from those of the veristi.  Puglisi states that “nella prosa di Verga non noti alcuno stacco, 
alcuna dissonanza: la forma aderisce al contenuto sempre, puntualmente, in quella di 
Pirandello avverti non poche stonature” [“in Verga’s prose one notes the lack of any 
detachment, of any dissonance: the form always adheres to the content precisely, whereas in 
Pirandello’s writing one feels more than a few clashing notes”] (119).  Pirandello’s world, in 
line with his theory of umorismo, is a world of contradictions, and as such, he makes sure that 
his language reflects that. 
One of the most important ways in which he does that is by inserting words and 
constructions from dialects and sub-languages of Italian, like Sicilian and Tuscan, into the 
novel, which, according to Mirela Papa in her article “Tradurre il dialetto: studio 
comparatistico dei romanzi di Luigi Pirandello,” is an important component of Pirandello’s 
continual search for “naturalità espressiva” [“expressive naturalness”] (415).  Much has been 
written about his use of this technique across his short stories, novels and plays, and I would 
point readers interested in a more comprehensive look at this aspect of Pirandello’s writing to 
the work of Puglisi as well as the numerous writings of Leonardo Sciascia, among many 
others, on the subject.  What is important here, at least in terms of the process of translation, 
is the manner in which Pirandello uses Sicilian and Tuscan in L’Esclusa.  Unlike Verga and 
Capuana, who use or allude to the rhythms and vocabulary of Sicilian in order to convey their 
realist message in what is considered the language of the people, the fishermen, the “real” 
Sicily, Pirandello uses it as a decentering tool, putting Sicilian words into the mouths of his 
narrator, for instance, or putting Tuscanisms into the mouths of characters who have no 
business speaking Tuscan. 
Pirandello uses Sicilian words and phrases much more regularly in works written after 
L’Esclusa; Puglisi notes that Pirandello’s relationship to the Sicilian language changes when 
he returns to Sicily to marry Antonietta Portulano in 1894, after he had completed the earliest 
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version of L’Esclusa, and therefore, it is not surprising that such insertions become more 
frequent in Pirandello’s later work.  There is, however, a handful of examples that can be 
found in his first novel.  One of the more notable, in a novel in which adultery is a key plot 
point, is his use of the plural “le corna” to indicate that someone has been betrayed by a 
lover.  Unsurprisingly, all such examples come from the mouth of Antonio Pentàgora, who 
often explains the Pentàgora men have always been, and continue to be, doomed to be 
cuckolded.   
Fece con una mano le corna e le agitò in aria.  [He made the traditional sign of the 
cuckold, the “corna,” and he waved it in the air.] (7) 
 
Gira gira, alle corna. La parte era quella, doveva esser quella.  [Round and round, but 
always back to being deceived by their wives.  This was the role of the Pentàgora 
men.  This was their destiny.] (58) 
 
Io, di corna negozio.  [My trade is in cuckoldry.] (58) 
 
Nojaltri, di corna negoziamo.  [We Pentàgoras, our trade is in cuckoldry.] (61) 
 
Although there are a few more examples of Sicilian dialect words utilized, like his use of the 
verb “minchionare” in place of the more standard “canzonare” or “prendere in giro,” as in the 
exchange between Alvignani and Blandino in Part II, Chapter 11, “Perché ridi, birbante? Mi 
minchioni?” [What are you laughing at, you scoundrel?  Are you making fun of me?”] (135), 
there are, as Puglisi’s analysis implies, fewer examples in L’Esclusa than will appear in 
Pirandello’s works from Il fu Mattia Pascal onward. 
  Of more interest here, certainly in terms of the umorismo argument, is his much more 
frequent use of literary Tuscanisms.  Most obvious is the narrator’s use of words like 
desinare (115, 122) and cagione, the latter of which he uses multiple times over the course of 
the novel.  The effect of encountering these words is variable.  It might be argued that, at 
times, Pirandello uses these terms as a form of free indirect discourse or metatextuality; that 
the off-putting insertion of a word that might be familiar to the reader, but which strikes his 
or her ear as “foreign,” helps to characterize unappealing characters negatively.  This could, 
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for instance, be the case in Part I, Chapter 10, when the narrator describes Antonio 
Pentàgora’s “solito ghigno frigido rassegato su le labbra” [“his customary cold sneer 
congealed on his lips”] (57), or when he describes the inept Paolo Sistri as being dressed 
“sotto l'imbrigliatura d'uomo d'affari” [lit. “dressed up in the clothes of a businessman”] (31).  
Another example might be in Part II, Chapter 3, when the pompous Pompeo Emanuele 
Mormoni, upon discovering Attilio Nusco’s sonnet, entitled “A lei,” and thinks to himself, 
“Io fo le viste di non aver capito a chi si riferisca” [“I will pretend not to have understood to 
whom it refers”], using the Tuscan first-person singular conjugation of fare instead of the 
usual “faccio” (104).  This argument does not quite hold, however, as he also borrows from 
the Tuscan when describing the actions of characters who are not generally characterized as 
negative, as when Don Fifo Juè is described in Part II, Chapter 14 as looking around the room 
“con gli occhi ammammolati” [“his eyes glazed over with sleep”], or when Maria Rosa Juè, 
whom we have already read has a thick local (i.e. non-Tuscan) accent, leaves the apartment 
saying “Arrivederli, arrivederli…” [“Goodbye, goodbye…”] (161, 165). 
In fact, there is a wide variety of situations in which Pirandello uses such Tuscanisms.  
In the dramatic scene in which the narrator describes the death of Francesco Ajala in Part I, 
Chapter 6, we read that, “La madre pareva impazzita: voleva a ogni costo che il marito 
parlasse, e l'abbracciava e gli stringeva le mani diacce, già morte” [“Her mother seemed to 
have lost her mind: she insisted that her husband speak to her, and she embraced him and 
squeezed his icy, lifeless hands”] (38).  Pirandello also often has his narrator and various 
characters uses the Tuscan demonstrative adjectives “codesto/-a” instead of the more 
common “questo/-a,” as when Antonio Pentàgora orders Rocco to “lèvati codesto cappello 
dagli occhi” [“lift up your cap – it’s covering your eyes”] (6).   Lest we assume that it is once 
again being used as a means of negative characterization, there are ten examples of “codesto, 
-a” in the novel used by a wide variety of characters.  In addition to these demonstrative 
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adjectives, in L’Esclusa Pirandello also sprinkles in the masculine demonstrative pronouns 
“costui,” and “colui,” the feminine form “colei,” and the plural “costoro,” and “coloro,” 
words that are rooted in Tuscan and which Mirela Papa argues have a pejorative connotation 
that Pirandello maintains in L’Esclusa.  There are a number of examples that might be worth 
mentioning on this score, including the passage in Part I, Chapter 5, in which the narrator 
uses “costui” to refer to Anna Veronica’s fiancé, who ends up having his way with her and 
leaving her once he discovers that she was raped:  
Costui l'aveva chiesta in moglie; ma Anna, onestamente, aveva voluto confessargli 
tutto; poi non aveva saputo, né‚ forse potuto negargli quella stessa prova d'amore già 
concessa a un altro. (33) 
 
[He had asked for her hand, but Anna, in her honesty, had wanted to confess 
everything to him.  Once she had done so, however, she had not known how, or 
perhaps had not been able, to deny him that same proof of love she had already 
conceded to the other.]  
 
“Costui” is used in a similar way in passage in Part II, Chapter 2, in which the narrator 
describes the contents of a letter sent from Anna Veronica to Marta describing Rocco’s 
behavior since Marta has left their village: 
E aveva finanche nascosto alla madre una lettera di Anna Veronica, in cui si parlava a 
lungo di Rocco, delle furie di costui dopo la loro partenza, di minacce di nuovi 
scandali, di pazzie…” (96) 
 
[She even went so far as to hide one of Anna Veronica’s letters from her mother, in 
which the latter had spoken at length about Rocco’s rage after their departure, his 
threats of a new scandal, of doing something crazy….]  
 
The same might be argued for a negative use of “costoro,” as in the scene in which Marta 
coldly addresses her mother, sister, and Anna Veronica, referring to Don Ziro and his 
assistants, who have come to determine the value of the contents of their home so that the 
bank can foreclose: “Andate via.  Attenderò io a costoro.”  [“You may leave now.  I’ll attend 
to these gentlemen.”] (62).  Similarly, when Anna Veronica, who has been visited by Rocco 
asking for a secret reconciliation, suggests that Marta write him, an incensed Marta responds,  
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Io, scrivere a lui?  Ma io… guarda, piuttosto… giacché nulla è valso per costoro e la 
mamma e Maria per vivere debbono avvilirsi con me al servizio altrui…. (78) 
 
[Me, write to him?  But I… look, instead of that… since nothing has gotten through to 
these people, and just like me, Mamma and Maria have had to lower themselves to 
servitude…]  
 
Additionally, after reading the poem clearly dedicated to her by Nusco, being smugly talked 
down to by Mormoni who is also trying to win her affection, having had Falcone declare his 
love for her in the street, and discovering that her husband has come to Palermo and is 
keeping tabs on her, Marta reflects on her mistreatment she has undergone at the hands of the 
men in her life: “Ma che volevano da lei tutti costoro?” [“But what could they possible want 
of her?”] (108).  It may be argued that this is also true of “colui,” which is used nine times 
over the course of the novel, including in the scene in which the narrator refers to the meeting 
between the director of Marta’s school and Councilman Breganza, who will be responsible 
for ensuring that Marta’s teaching post is taken from her: 
Gli veniva quasi da ridere: in paese si diceva che colui non era veramente il padre 
della sua figliuola. (84) 
 
[It almost made him laugh: in the village, it was widely thought that he was not even 
the true father of the child.]  
 
The novel features only one scene that involves a similar use of the female demonstrative 
pronouns “costei” or “colei,” which could also be read as having negative connotations in 
Tuscan.  It occurs in Part I, Chapter 12, when the narrator describes the “smania rabbiosa” 
[“restless anger”] that overcomes Rocco when he discovers that Marta has become a teacher.  
Rocco says aloud,  
- La maestra! La maestra! Colei che fu mia moglie, ora deve fare la maestra! (71) 
 
[– A teacher!  A teacher! – he grumbled. – The woman who was once my wife now 
wants to be a teacher!] 
 
The only other use of “colei” is found a few sentences later in an identical circumstance, and 
there are no uses of “costei” in the novel.  The fact that this technique occurs so infrequently 
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is not surprising, of course, given the themes of the novel, as well as the fact that there are not 
really any female characters whom the reader is meant to see as ill-intentioned or evil.  
Finally, Pirandello sometimes utilizes “colà” and “costà,” Tuscan adverbs, meaning “there” 
and “here,” rather than the more common “là” and “qua,” among many other possibilities.  
We can see this in the scene on Alvignani’s balcony, which overlooks Palermo and from 
which Marta finds her house.    
Poi cercò con gli occhi il campanile del Duomo, dietro a cui sorgeva la sua casa; e 
subito, al pensiero della madre e della sorella che colà la aspettavano, sentì più vivo il 
turbamento, più acuto il rimorso, e una sfiducia profonda e disperata di sé.  (127) 
 
[Then her eyes searched out the campanile of the Duomo, behind which sat her house.  
And suddenly at the thought of her mother and sister waiting for her there, her distress 
grew sharper, her remorse grew more acute, and she felt a deep and desperate distrust 
of herself.]  
 
Although it might be argued that the use of “costui,” “costoro,” and “colui” do serve a 
specific narrative function by providing a negative connotation, there is no reason to assume 
that this is, in fact, the reason that Pirandello opted use these terms in the novel.  First and 
foremost, many of these Tuscan terms, especially the pronouns, were and are used frequently 
by Tuscan and non-Tuscan speakers of Italian alike, and although they might have read as 
jarring to the ear of some readers, they would not have read as foreign.  Additionally, it was 
in vogue during the period to insert Tuscan terms into novels to make them seem more 
“literary,” and in the works of many of the authors who influenced Pirandello’s early writing, 
notably Giovanni Verga, Tuscanisms were utilized heavily.48  Additionally, it is likely that 
Pirandello’s choice of a more specifically connotative use of Tuscan words only bolsters the 
idea that these insertions, like the others, are there to throw the text off-kilter.  Puglisi points 
out that these terms simply do not belong in the mouths of Pirandello’s Sicilian characters 
and refers to the author’s tendency to “toscaneggiare” [“Tuscanize”] some words as “uno dei 
                                                 
48 There are many texts that explore this phenomenon.  For more on Verga’s use of Tuscanisms, to name just 
one example, see Il toscanismo nel Mastro-don Gesualdo, by Luciana Salibra. 
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suoi movimenti a zig-zag” [“one of his zig-zag movements”] (121).  He goes on to assert that 
all of Pirandello’s use of non-standard and dialect words, be they Sicilian, Tuscan, or in his 
later works, Piedmontese, is effected for reasons that are the opposite of Verga’s, for while 
Verga wished to describe a world that existed in its own terms, in Pirandello’s writing the 
world is, as I have outlined in Chapter 2, never what it seems.49  As a result, we must look at 
his jarring use of such terms as something executed with different intentions.  
L’essere, che per gli altri, per il Verga, è realtà, per lui è illusione….  Ciò che è non 
pare, e ciò che pare non è!  C’è sempre questo intento in lui di rivelare l’essere di là 
dall’apparire, di mettere a fuoco questo con quello, in modo da farne scaturire il 
contrasto e con esso i lati, triste e comico, della vita.  (118) 
 
[For Pirandello, being, which for other writers, for Verga, constitutes reality, is an 
illusion….  What is, is not what it seems, and what it seems to be is not what it is!  
There is always present in Pirandello this tendency to reveal being to be beyond 
appearance, to bring into focus the one with the other, in such a way as to emphasize 
the contrast, the two sides, the sad and the comical, of life.] 
 
He goes on to note that, “la forma dialettale, così come entra nella prosa di Pirandello, ab 
extra, non può non inficiarla” [“the manner in which dialect enters into Pirandello’s prose, ab 
extra, cannot not invalidate it” (emphasis added)], referring, presumably to the more 
traditional method of employing dialect to depict characters and events in the works of 
authors like Verga (123).   
In any case, the use of these kinds of linguistic assertions certainly adds a layer of 
complexity for translators of Pirandello’s work.  Because the relationship between standard 
Italian and its dialects or sub-languages does not have anything like an equivalent to the 
relationship between English and its regional dialects, these issues pose a particularly thorny 
problem of untranslatability for the translator.  Mirela Papa lays out a number of potential 
solutions to this problem.  The first of these is the most simple and, according to the 
examples that Papa herself provides, by far the most common: to translate the portion of the 
                                                 
49 For more on Verga’s use of Sicilian dialect, see the work of Luigi Russo, for instance Giovanni Verga, and 
Pierluigi Pellini’s Naturalismo e verismo, among others. 
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ST in dialect into the standard or neutral TL.  This option allows the translator to render the 
meaning of the word or passage, but at the expense of the tone and of the richness and variety 
provided by mixing dialect with the original SL.  As more than one critic has pointed out, in 
addition to the literary loss in this case, there is potentially a deep cultural loss, particularly 
when, “la varietà linguistica è importante nella costruzione delle identità” [“linguistic variety 
is important for constructing identity”] (Papa 414).  A second option involves replacing the 
SL dialect with a dialect equivalent in the TL, an example of Vinay and Darbelnet’s 
équivalence.  The third possibility that Papa offers is a middle road, in which the translator 
manipulates the text by introducing other elements in order to demonstrate to the reader that a 
particular character is speaking in a way that is different from the “standard” form of the SL.  
She is quick to point out that in keeping with the problems of equivalence that are part and 
parcel of every translation project, none of the three of these options guarantees that there 
will not be a loss of tone or of the expressive power that these insertions can effect.    
In terms of my own practice, as the examples above, which are in large part from my 
own translation, indicate, I have had to rely most heavily on the first strategy as well.  This is 
mainly due to my unwillingness to sacrifice the meaning of the text, but also because the few 
points of cultural contact between 19th-century Italian and 21-century American English do 
not allow for the second option.  Attempting to put Sicilian or Tuscan words into a dialect of 
American English proved at once jarring and strikingly unsuitable to maintaining the 
integrity of the original text.  As Papa notes, if the TL public is not used to these kinds of 
linguistic differences, as they would be in a translation from Italian to another language like 
Albanian that has a similar relationship to its dialects, then they will not be used to the effects 
and will potentially find this technique far more intrusive than it would be in the SL, resulting 
in more of a net loss than a net gain.  Regarding Pirandello’s work, I have not found the 
failure to translate the linguistic nuance of these insertions to be an important failure, largely 
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because of their function as proto-modernist devices.  Because Pirandello does not use this 
technique in the service of realism, but rather as a way of expressing his own worldview and 
complicating the reader’s relationship to the text, my strategy has been to compensate by 
fortifying and emphasizing other proto-modernist aspects of the text, like Pirandello’s use of 
free indirect discourse and narrative interventions.  In other words, I have discovered that 
these insertions do not need to be carried across wholesale or even particularly noted outside 
of an academic context.  Although their omission has meant something of a loss of linguistic 
diversity and tonal richness, the net loss is minor, and the compensation effective. 
Cultural Untranslatability: Culture and Historical Period 
 
 Despite the modernist leanings of this novel, it is undoubtedly wedded to the time and 
place in which it was written.  Some of these leanings presented problems for the translation, 
and as has been my intention regarding other aspects of this process, my default manner of 
dealing with these problems has been to allow them to stay in.  In such cases, this has meant 
using either calque or working explication into the text.  This is the case with the example 
mentioned above of the Italian dessert “scialacuore,” which translates literally as “dissipate-
your-heart” or “squander-your-heart,” but has the meaning in Southern Italy of “piacere” or 
“godimento” [“pleasure” or “enjoyment”] (“Scialacuore”).  Rather than opt for the route that 
Ongley chose, which was the more-or-less literal translation (“freeze-your-heart”), or to 
translate using an equivalent term (creating a dessert with a similar title in English, or simply 
indicating having the vendor refer to “ice cream”), I inserted the Italian name of the treat 
wholesale, but added explication in order to allow the reader to determine by way of context 
clues what Pirandello is referring to (Ongley 102).  The result is, “Scialacuore!  Get your ice-
cold scialacuore here!”  This naturally results in the loss of some cultural nuance, but retains 
the foreignness of the passage, and adds cultural depth by allowing the reader to experience 
more directly the hawkers at the religious festival depicted in this scene.  Along similar lines, 
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in Part I, Chapter 1, I translated “Fece con una mano le corna e le agitò in aria” [lit. “He made 
the corna and waved it in the air”] as “He made the traditional sign of the cuckold, the 
‘corna,’ and he waved it in the air,” adding the “traditional sign of the cuckold” explication, 
which has a similar effect to the above (7). 
In order to avoid interrupting the reader, I only very rarely added an explicatory 
footnote.  An example of when I did see fit to incorporate one involves one of the more 
difficult passages to research and to translate.  It can be found in Francesco Ajala’s death 
scene, in Part I, Chapter 6.  The comic doctor character enters frantically and is described as 
“percotendosi le anche” [“slapping/beating his hips”] (38).  After many weeks of digging, I 
finally posted my question in the Word Reference Italian-English online forum and was 
immediately pointed in the direction of the online encyclopedia at Sapere.it, which indicates 
that “battersi l'anca, il fianco” is an archaism that serves as a “manifestazione di profondo 
dolore” [“manifestation of deep sadness”] (Mary49).  I experimented with using explication 
in order to avoid breaking the flow of the prose with a footnote, but attempts along the lines 
of “beating his hips to express his grief” proved unsuitable because of the absolute 
foreignness of the gesture to English-language readers.  In the end, in order to maintain this 
period- and culture-specific action, I put the expression in wholesale (“striking his hips with 
his fists”), but also added a translator’s note.  Along similar lines, I opted to insert 
Alvignani’s family motto – NIHIL-MIHI-CONSCIO – wholesale, and to explain it via 
footnote.  In this case, my desire to avoid interrupting the reader’s experience was mitigated 
by the fact that most 21st-century readers of this text in English will not read Latin, and the 
meaning of the motto is indeed used by Pirandello as means of characterizing Alvignani; it 
translates roughly as “I am not aware of being guilty of any crime,” a meaning I felt was 
worth making the reader aware of.   
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Pirandello’s use of vocabulary that is specific to pre-Second Vatican Council Roman 
Catholic ritual also brought up an interesting set of problems.  In general, whenever possible, 
I chose to keep as much of the detail in the text, leaving it as foreign as possible and 
providing only what explication I felt absolutely necessary.  In this way, I aimed to avoid 
some of the sanitizing choices Ongley made in his translation; he, for example, translates 
“Ecce homo” as simply “crucifix” (46), and replaces St. Catherine of Genoa with the much 
more familiar St. Catherine of Siena (86).  I also deliberately avoided the endnotes of the 
Mondadori edition of the novel provided by Laura Hay, who interrupts the text to explain 
certain fairly standard religious terminology like Ecce homo and ora pro nobis, terms with 
which I assumed a reader would be familiar already or could easily look up if curious.  The 
majority of the problems that I encountered involve very specific references to religious 
rituals that are foreign to most modern readers, even those of the Roman-Catholic faith.  At 
the end of Part I, Chapter 6, for instance, at the death of Francesco Ajala, we find the first of 
two scenes that describe the viaticum.  Pirandello writes, 
- Il Viatico! - disse la vecchia levatrice, inginocchiandosi, col morticino tra le 
braccia, in mezzo alla stanza. 
La signora Agata uscì in fretta, accorse alla sala d'ingresso, mentre già entrava 
il prete parato, con la pisside in mano, e un uomo che gli veniva dietro, con gli occhi 
quasi spiritati di paura, chiudeva il baldacchino. Il sagrestano con un tabernacoletto 
tra le braccia seguì il prete nella camera del moribondo. Le donne e i fanciulli che 
accompagnavano il Viatico s'inginocchiarono nella saletta, parlottando tra loro. (39-
40) 
 
This passage involves a lot of ritual-specific terminology, notably “pisside,” “baldacchino,” 
“sagrestano,” and “tabernacoletto.”  In the case of “pisside,” “sagrestano,” and 
“tabernacoletto,” I opted to translate directly, in part to maintain the foreignness of the 
passage, but also because the context does provide clues as to what these terms mean and 
what functions they serve in the last rites.  This is not the case, however, with “baldacchino,” 
which is the umbrella, often white, used to cover the host on its journey from the church to 
the dying parishioner.  In this case, I felt it necessary to provide some explication and so 
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added a clause about the umbrella being closed because its protection was no longer needed.  
Because I had opted to explain its function more directly, I also imported the word directly, 
leaving it in the Italian.  The passage in English becomes, 
– The Viaticum! – cried the old midwife, dropping to her knees in the middle 
of the room, the dead child in her arms. 
Signora Agata left the room in a hurry and ran into the entryway.  The priest in 
his robes was already entering, pyx in hand, and a man trailing behind him, his eyes 
wild with fear, was closing the baldacchino, the symbolic protection of the white 
umbrella no longer necessary.  The sexton, carrying the small tabernacle that had 
housed the sacrament, followed the priest into the dying man’s room.  The women 
and children who accompanied the Viaticum knelt in the little antechamber, 
whispering among themselves. 
 
I encountered similar problems in the elaborate description of the machinations of the feast 
day, which Pirandello describes in great detail.   
- Il Santo delle grazie, divoti! 
Salivano nelle case per vendere quelle immagini; ricevevano dalle famiglie, in 
adempimento dei voti, offerte d'uno o più ceri dorati, d'uno o più galletti infettucciati; 
offerte e quattrini recavano d'ora in ora alla Commissione dei festajoli nella chiesetta 
dei Santi. 
Oltre ai ceri e ai galletti, offerte maggiori andavano a quella chiesa 
pompaticamente, a suon di tamburi: agnelli, pecore, montoni, anch'essi infettucciati, 
dal vello candido, pettinato, e frumentazioni su muli parati con ricche gualdrappe e 
variopinti festelli.  (52) 
 
In addition to the difficulty of rendering the formal tone of the initial address to the “divoti,” 
there are also a number of vocabulary issues presented here, not to mention the general 
difficulty of describing a ritual that is, again, foreign to most readers of English.  Indeed, 
judging by the number of footnotes in the Mondadori edition of the text from which I was 
translating, some of the problems I encountered are encountered by Italian readers as well.  
For the address to the “divoti” that begins this passage, I decided to keep only the tone, and to 
modulate it into an idiom that would be more recognizable to native English speakers.  This 
involved making the phrase imperative, and adding words that are part of the lexicon of the 
Christian ritual, in this case, “behold” and “arise.”  I also borrowed “miracolati” from earlier 
in the chapter and imported it into the text in Italian in order make the passage more 
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understandable by bridging it with the previous passage.  Finally, I opted to add detail to, for 
example, the description of the chickens, hoping to provide more concrete sensory detail and 
to give more of a sense of what a town-wide celebration of their patron saints might look and 
sound like: 
– Behold the Saint of Miracles, arise faithful ones! 
These miracolati went into people’s houses to sell their pictures, and as a 
fulfillment of their vows to the saints, the families offered one or more gilded candles, 
one or more chickens, dressed, ready for the oven, and adorned with ribbons .  These 
offerings and the pennies they received for the pictures were then turned in every hour 
on the hour to the Commission for Local Celebrations, which was headquartered at 
the little church dedicated to the two saints, in the center of town. 
In addition to the candles and the chickens, larger offerings were 
ostentatiously paraded to the little church, to the sound of drums: lambs, ewes and 
rams with their fleece brushed and snowy white, lavishly decorated mules loaded 
down with grain, all adorned with multicolored ribbons. 
 
In this way, I was able to maintain the foreignness of the passage, while communicating 
clearly to the reader of English. 
The final category of problems here involves the transmission of 19th-century culture 
to the modern reader.  Again, my aim was to maintain as much of the integrity of the original 
text as possible while making sure that the reader of English understood the content of the 
text.  A small handful of these issues involved vocabulary.  We discover in Part I, Chapter 2, 
for instance, that one of the indications that Falcone has fallen in love with Marta is that he 
has begun to wear “colletti nuovi (…) come usano adesso” [“new shirt collars (…) in the 
latest style] (102), and shirt collars are a central feature of the conversation between 
Alvignani and Blandino in Part II, Chapter 11.  These problems were easily dealt with; I left 
these terms in as they were, translated literally, and felt no need to explain to the reader that 
men used to wear collars that were laundered separately from their shirts.  The majority of the 
issues on this front involved ideas that were commonly held at the turn of the 20th century 
and that a 21st-century reader of English might not recognize or understand.  Multiple 
characters, notably Madden in Part I, Chapter 2, are described as having a “fronte 
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monumentale” [“monumental forehead”] (10), or a “gran fronte” [“broad forehead”] (11), 
and at the end of novel the reader discovers that after Rocco’s illness and with his new found 
maturity, “la fronte gli si era allargata” [“his forehead had broadened”] (163).  The common 
misconception that a broad forehead indicates intelligence is one of the hallmarks of 
Phrenology, a pseudoscience developed by the German physician Franz Joseph Gall at the 
turn of the 19th century.  The idea was very popular and finding its way into a number of 19th-
century novels and short stories.  Because this is not self-evident, I decided that I had the 
option of either adding explication in the form of extending a sentence early in the novel by 
inserting the description “indicating intelligence” or something along the same lines, or by 
adding a footnote.  Despite my not wishing to interrupt the flow of the text, all attempts at the 
former strategy interfered with the tone and pace of the passages describing Madden, so in 
the end, I opted to leave Pirandello’s prose undisturbed and added a content footnote the first 
time this idea come up, in Part I, Chapter 2.  Along similar pseudoscientific lines, there are 
allusions scattered throughout the first five chapters of the book to Marta’s exhibiting 
symptoms of a condition that at that time would have been called “hysteria”; she shows 
excessive emotion, alternately lashing out violently and bursting into tears, consistently 
falling into “convulsions” since Rocco has left her.  In Part I, Chapter 5, for instance, Marta 
“cadeva in convulsione; e quelle crisi violente la lasciavano disfatta” [“she fell into 
convulsions, and these violent attacks left her exhausted”] (32), and at the end of that same 
chapter the reader is told that “Il pianto a un tratto la vinse; si dibatté fino a tarda notte in una 
tremenda convulsione di nervi, vegliata dalla madre e dalla sorella” [And with that, the 
weeping suddenly overcame her; she writhed violently until deep into the night in a 
tremendous convulsion of nerves, as her mother and sister kept watch at her bedside”] (35).  
In 19th-century terms, this would very clearly foreshadow her losing her baby in childbirth in 
Part I, Chapter 6, even if the science behind that kind of foreshadowing has long been 
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debunked.  In any case, I was compelled to leave in any other indications of 19th-century 
pseudoscience, as when in Part II, Chapter 13 the director of the school suggests that the 
cause of Falcone’s mental break has been the fact that “il sole gli avrà dato alla testa” [“the 
sun would have been beating down on his head”], in order to remind the reader that the novel 
is of a different time. 
Another cultural issue linked loosely to the period is one instance of casual ethnic 
stereotyping that, frankly, sticks out to the 21st-century reader.  In Part I, Chapter 13, Anna 
Veronica, who is depicted throughout the novel as a pious, kind-hearted woman who has, like 
Marta, been unfairly abused by her society, is trying to convince Marta to see, or at least 
write to, Rocco, who has asked for a reconciliation.  The older woman does this by shifting 
blame from Rocco to his father, exclaiming, “Ma c'è quel cane giudeo del padre, capisci?” 
[“But there is that Jewish dog of a father of his, you understand?] (76).   I do not mean in any 
way to imply that such sentiments should be “sanitized” from novels in translation.  
However, because this phrase comes from the mouth of a character whom we are meant to 
admire, although the 21st-century reader of the text would not bat an eyelid at this coming 
from the mouth of Francesco Ajala, or Antonio Pentàgora himself, it is cognitively jarring.  
Despite this fact, I chose to keep the phrase in, translated directly, in order to avoid 
“sanitizing” the text any more than was necessary. 
  Finally, one of the prime difficulties in translating 19th-century cultural issues that 
might be difficult for modern, English-speaking readers to understand involved the subtlety 
with which matters of sexuality and pregnancy are dealt in this novel.  This is, of course, 
normal for novels of the period, but Pirandello’s unwillingness, or inability given the mores 
of his time, to speak directly to matters of sex and sexuality makes it difficult for modern 
readers, who are used to such ideas being dealt with more openly.  This is certainly the case 
when we are introduced to Anna Veronica in Part I, Chapter 5 and subsequently learn about 
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her rape, and then about her later rejection by her fiancé, who uses her physically and then 
leaves her as soon as she tells him about the rape (her “prima caduta” [“first fall from 
grace”], [33]).  There is a subtlety with which Pirandello approaches the topic in this 
instance, but not so much so that it gets in the way of the reader’s understanding of the 
passage.  Pirandello openly refers, for example, to the fact that she was “vilmente trascinata 
dal fratello d'una tra le sue più ricche amiche” [“vilely taken advantage of by the brother of 
one of her wealthier female friends”] (33).  The same cannot be said for the scenes near the 
end of the novel when we discover that Marta is pregnant with Alvignani’s child.  When 
Marta first reveals her pregnancy to Alvignani, for example, there is no mention of pregnancy 
at all, but only veiled hints, and references to Marta being “lost,” and yet Alvignani 
understands almost immediately what has happened. 
- Ah, io di te? E tu di me che pensi, se hai potuto sperare che... Ma non sai il 
peggio ancora! Ah, la mia testa... la mia povera testa... 
E Marta si premette forte le tempie con le mani che le tremavano. 
- Il peggio? - fece Gregorio Alvignani. 
- Sì, sì: per me non c'è più scampo, ormai. Sappilo! La morte sola. 
- Che dici? 
- Sono perduta! M'hai perduta... Sono venuta apposta per dirtelo. 
- Perduta? Che dici? Spiègati! 
- Perduta: non capisci? - gridò Marta. - Perduta... perduta... 
Gregorio Alvignani restò come basito, guardando fisso, con terrore, Marta, e 
balbettò: 
- Ne sei certa? 
- Certa, certa… (140-141) 
 
[– Oh, how can I?  How can you think that of me?  The fact you would hope 
that… But you don’t even know the worst yet!  Oh my head… my poor, aching 
head…. 
  And Marta pressed her trembling hands hard against her temples. 
  – The worst? – asked Gregorio Alvignani. 
 – Yes, yes.  There’s no way out of this for me, not now.  You might as well 
know.  Death alone. 
  – What are you saying? 
  – I am lost!  You’ve destroyed me….  I came with the purpose of 
telling you that. 
  – Destroyed?  What are you saying?  Explain it to me! 
  – Lost.  Don’t you understand? – shouted Marta.  – Lost… lost…. 
 Gregorio Alvignani stood still as if perplexed, staring Marta in the face with 
terrified eyes, and stammered, 
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  – Are you sure? 
  – Of course I’m sure….] 
   
Similarly, in Part II, Chapter 15 of the novel Marta reveals the fact that she is pregnant to 
Rocco, and the idea is once again delivered without specific reference to the pregnancy itself: 
- Oh Dio! Ora no, Rocco! ora no... Prima, prima dovevi chiedermi perdono, 
con codesta voce, e non te l'avrei negato... Ora no, non posso accordare più nulla, io! 
- Perché? 
- Debbo morire. Sì... E morrò. Ma... Dio... Dio! Se non ho potuto difendermi... 
e la rabbia mi è rimasta nel cuore... Che sono io ora? Mi vedi? Che sono?... Sono ciò 
che la gente, per causa tua, m'ha creduta e mi crede ancora e sempre mi crederebbe, 
anche se io accettassi ora il tuo pentimento. È troppo tardi: lo intendi? Sono perduta! 
Vedi che n'hai fatto di me? Ero sola... mi avete perseguitata... ero sola e senza ajuto... 
Ora sono perduta! 
Egli restò a guardarla attonito, quasi temendo di comprendere, d'aver 
compreso: 
- Marta! E come... tu... Ah, Dio!... Tu... 
Marta piegò il volto tra le mani, e chinò ripetutamente il capo, tra i singhiozzi. 
(166) 
 
[– Oh Dio!   Not now, Rocco!  Not now….  Before… you should have asked 
me to forgive you before, with this same voice.  I wouldn’t have turned you down….  
But now, no.  There’s nothing I can do for you now! 
  – Why? 
 –  I must die.  Yes….  And I will die.  But…Dio…Dio!  If I hadn’t been able 
to take care of myself… and that anger had stayed in my heart….  What am I now?  
Look at me!  What am I?....  I have become what people, thanks to you, believed I 
was, and what they still believe I am, and what they will always believe I am, even if I 
were to accept your repentance.  It’s too late now, you understand?  I am lost!  You 
see what you have done to me?  I was alone…. you all persecuted me…. I was alone 
with no one to help me….  And now I am lost! 
He stood and stared at her, speechless, afraid of understanding, afraid of 
having understood. 
  – Marta!  But how… you….  Oh, Dio!...  You…. 
 Marta fell forward into her hands, and nodded her head several times in 
between sobs.] 
 
Furthermore, this manner of dealing with Marta’s pregnancy by Alvignani continues even 
after it has been revealed that she is carrying his child.  In Part II, Chapter 9, for instance, she 
makes reference, to “la propria onestà (…) tolta” [that idea that she has been “robbed of her 
honesty”] and to the idea “di essere stata tratta, cioè, quasi passivamente, a quella stessa 
colpa, di cui - innocente - era stata accusata” [“of allowing herself, almost without any 
resistance, to become guilty of the very crime that she had so unjustly been accused of 
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committing in the first place”] (129).  Again, in Chapter 13 of that same part, Marta is 
contemplating suicide, but also holding out hope that she may not, in fact, be pregnant. 
Contro la tenebra invadente, tremava ancora in lei un barlume di speranza: che ella 
cioè non fosse davvero nello stato, in cui, purtroppo, per tanti segni, aveva argomento 
di temere che fosse. (….) e anelava, e spiava nello stesso tempo in sé, nel suo corpo, 
qualche accenno che le désse cagione di sperare. (146) 
 
[Against the invading darkness of this thought, however, there trembled inside her a 
glimmer of hope: the hope that she was not, in fact, in so desperate a position as so 
many fearful signs seemed to indicate that she was. (….)  And she yearned, and, at the 
same time, she looked deep within herself, at her own body, for some sign that could 
give her reason to continue to hope.] 
 
The lack of forthrightness in these scenes is, on the one hand, potentially startling for the 
modern reader, who is used to such taboo topics being dealt with more openly.  On the other 
hand, the subtlety of the way in which Pirandello deals with the topic might result in the 
reader not understanding and missing entirely the fact that Marta is pregnant.  The difficulty 
for the translator is, once again, the decidedly antiquated ambiguity of this technique.  In the 
above and other cases, I purposely maintained the ambiguity of the original, even at the 
necessary expense of the clarity of the passage, in order to keep the feel of the text, time 
period, and culture.  I did so, in part, to ensure that the reader feels that despite the forward-
thinking approach Pirandello takes in the novel, this is indeed a piece of 19th-century 
literature.  Maintaining the ambiguity of these passages is also truer to the content of the 
novel, which involves a society’s inability to address and deal with taboo subjects.  
Linguistic and Cultural Untranslatability: The Poem 
 
As Susan Bassnett points out in the chapter in Translation Studies entitled “Specific 
Problems of Literary Translation,” “Within the field of literary translation, more time has 
been devoted to investigating the problems of translating poetry than any other literary 
mode,” and although whole books have been written on the subject, it serves here to sketch 
some of the problems involved in translating the sonnet that Attilio Nusco writes for Marta, 
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which is included in Part II, Chapter 3 of the novel (92).  I decided before beginning the 
translation that I would keep the poem in sonnet form, and specifically in Italian, or 
Petrarchan, sonnet form; there is a long history, after all, of English poets writing in this 
Italian form, and it has high cultural currency in both languages.  Because the original is also 
written in this form, this choice presented itself as the obvious one, but despite my consistent 
effort to ensure that the novel maintained its foreignness, I reasoned that most of my readers 
would be able to make neither heads nor tails of the hendecasyllable, and so I opted to render 
the English translation into iambic pentameter, which is, of course, more musical to the 
English ear, but also because it serves a similar cultural function, particularly with regard to 




Contro il tuo sen, che appena ai dolci intenti 
d'amor s'era con vaga ansia levato, 
rabbioso groppo di crudeli eventi 
la man villana scatenò del fato. 
Quei che a te si prostrâr nei dì ridenti, 
invan pregando un cenno innamorato, 
or contra te pur levansi, irridenti 
l'orgoglio antico e il tuo novello stato. 
Ma bene io so che ad un amor fedele, 
per cui spregiasti ogni men puro amore, 
oltre te 'n vai, né t'acerba quel fiele. 
Pur nei sorrisi tuoi trema un sospiro 
sovente! E sol per questo, entro del cuore, 
te, provata e non vinta, amo ed ammiro. (104-105) 
  
As is clear, this is a traditional Italian sonnet, written in hendecasyllable, and divided into an 
octet and a sestet, following the rhyme scheme a b a b/ a b a b/ c d c/ e d e.  Because of the 
difficulty of fitting information into sonnet form, I decided to make my translation units very 
large.  I opted to consider each sentence, instead of, for example, each line or each word, a 
translation unit, a strategy that gave me more freedom to work around difficulties posed by 
vocabulary and syntax.  The first two quatrains and first tercet of the poem are complete 
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sentences, and the last tercet is divided into two sentences, so for the most part this strategy 
worked well.  Following William Weaver’s example as outlined in his essay “The Process of 
Translation,” I then rendered the content of each translation unit into English prose, an 
extremely rough version of what André Lefevere refers to in his 1975 book Translating 
Poetry: Seven Strategies and Blueprint, a “poetry to prose” translation.   I did this in chart 
form: 
Quatrain 1: 
As soon as love had begun to kindle in the heart of the object of the poet’s affection, 
there arose a series of “cruel” events, orchestrated by fate, that blocked her path to 
happiness.   
 
Quatrain 2: 
Those who in the happier days gone by would “lay prostrate,” praying in vain for 
some small gesture of love now are rising up against her, mocking her “ancient pride” 
and the fact that her position has changed. 
 
Tercet 1: 
But the speaker knows that her heart will stay true to a faithful love, spurning the love 
of others whose love is less true.  He feels that this situation is beneath her (that she is 




The above is true, even though often her smile is hiding sadness (“a sigh”).  For this 
reason, the speaker loves and admires her, noting too that she has been tested, but not 
beaten.  
 




Ere Eros’ fervent sighs had scarce begun 
To rise up, fluttering in your anxious breast, 
Up rose foul Fortune, not to be outdone, 
Unleashing her cruel plans with crueler zest. 
And those who once lay prostrate at your feet, 
Who prayed in vain beneath your distant stare, 
They now arise to mock your fallen state, 
Your ancient pride too much for them to bear. 
But just as you must spurn any less true, 
To this one faithful love your heart will cling. 
You won’t let bitterness embitter you 
Although your radiant smile belies an ache! 
It is for this alone my heart must sing: 
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That you, unfairly tested, do not break. 
 
Generally speaking, the first quatrain did not pose as many problems as other parts of the 
poem for the simple reason that there was less content to get across.  In accord with my goal 
of “Romanticizing” the sonnet, in the first quatrain I opted to personify both “love” and 
“fate.”  The poem also poses problems of word order that are especially present in the first 
quatrain.  The word order is a key component of the high style of the original poem, and 
although I was able to mimic that to a degree in the first quatrain (“Up rose foul Fortune”), I 
achieved a similar effect mainly by way of using antiquated English (“ere,” “scarce,” “foul,” 
and later in the poem, “spurn”).  I was also not able to transmit the assonance of the original 
(the “a” assonance of “la man villana scatenò” of line 4, for instance), but attempted to 
compensate stylistically with the addition of consonant alliteration (“foul Fortune”), as well 
as by intensifying the personification of “Fortune” in lines 3 and 4.   The second quatrain 
proved more difficult than the first as it conveys more information, and as a result, I had to 
omit and modulate some of it.  I was not able to carry across the metaphor “dì ridenti” 
(“laughing days”), for instance, and for reasons of economy had to omit that idea altogether.  
This was not a difficult choice to make as over the course of both quatrains Pirandello makes 
a strong distinction between the happy “then” and the unhappy “now” of the poem.  This 
omission unfortunately also meant losing the “ridenti/irridenti” rhyme, however, which is a 
notable stylistic feature of the original.  For the same reason, I was also not able to include 
“cenno innamorato,” but I believe that the context provides enough information as to what 
the “they” of line 5 “prayed in vain” for.  I was able to add more color by translating “novello 
stato” as “fallen state” in line 7, and the rest of the content did, to a degree, make it into my 
translation, even though I had to invert “ancient pride” and “fallen state” in lines 7 and 8.  I 
was able to maintain the rhyme scheme across both quatrains, and was happy with the 
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rhyming, with the “feet/state” half rhyme of the second quatrain being the tiniest of 
exceptions. 
The tercets posed similar problems in that they convey a great deal of information, but 
also because they are notably more stylistically irregular.  I had to omit “oltre te ‘n vai” (a 
poetic rendering of the Italian “te ne vai oltre” or “vai oltre a tutto questo” [“you go beyond 
all this”]), for reasons of economy, but again I feel that the sentiment is adequately conveyed 
throughout the poem. I was also compelled to break up the sentence that comprises the first 
tercet in the original, as I felt as if the sentence “But just as you must spurn any less true,/ To 
this one faithful love your heart will cling” flowed better without shoehorning in the 
additional clause about bitterness.  I also felt that the serendipitous wordplay possible in 
English (“You won’t let bitterness embitter you”) was notable enough to merit it being the 
main clause of its own sentence.  Finally, because I was unable replicate the main structural 
feature of the final tercet – the enjambment of lines 12 and 13, followed by the mid-line 
caesura in line 13 – I compensated by enjambing lines 11 and 12, which throws the balance 
off in a way similar to the original by essentially making the final sestet into three couplets, 
rather than two tercets in English. 
As I have mentioned elsewhere in this project, this poem has a strange relationship to 
the novel because Pirandello never explains how Nusco could possibly know enough about 
Marta’s situation to write it.  This very modern technique is balanced, however, by the fact 
that the poem itself is so traditional, both in terms of its form and its content, and I was 
conscious of trying to maintain that quality of the poem in the English translation.  In the end, 
I feel that in my translation I was able to convey the great bulk of the content of the poem, 
and provide the English-language reader with an adequate sense of the style in which 
Pirandello wrote it.  On a final note, I would also add that I had to take special care with the 
poem, not just because of the nature of the genre and the precarious nature of the poem’s 
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relationship to the rest of the narrative, but because in many ways the poem constitutes a 
moment of great beauty in an exceedingly dark novel; despite the difficulties it posed for me 
as a translator, I devoted myself as far as was possible to making sure the English version 
lived up to the talent of Pirandello.  
Conclusion 
 
As indicated at the beginning of this chapter, my aim in walking through the problems 
that I encountered in translating L’Esclusa into English and how I attempted to solve them 
has been to provide a specific set of references for the more general issues of Translation 
Studies discussed in Chapter 3.  In relating these ideas, I have discovered, as expected, that 
the process of interlingual literary translation is unavoidably rife with problems of 
equivalence and untranslatability.  I have also discovered, however, that in a project like this 
one the great bulk of the meaning and sense of the source text can, in fact, be conveyed.  In a 
very real sense, no translation can ever measure up to the original, and as translators at least 
as far back as Cicero have indicated, there must always be loss, be it of details of the source 
culture and language, stylistic nuance, or general content.  There is, in this sense, no question 
that Ortega y Gasset is correct when he identifies any attempt at translation as “utopian.”  
However, Walter Benjamin is also right when he notes that the “kinship of languages” means 
that everything is, to a degree, translatable; Edward Keenan, for that matter, is also right 
when he notes that everything is translatable, but not entirely.  Because we are users of 
language, every act of communication is, in essence, an act of translation, and as George 
Steiner has pointed out, for us as we constantly attempt to comprehend our world, every act 
of understanding is an act of translation.  Twenty-first-century readers of L’Esclusa in any 
language will never be able to comprehend accurately every detail of the complex web of 
associative patterns understood by the original readers of L’Esclusa.  However, great 
literature, of which L’Esclusa is a prime example, can extend beyond these; readers in any 
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century and any culture can understand and empathize with Marta’s suffering, just as they 
will recognize in this novel the reality of the way society treats the vulnerable, and the many 
pitfalls of romantic relationships.  Such universality of experience, whether cultural or 
personal, eases translation issues at every level.  There can be little question that every 
attempt and every rendering of some culturally or linguistically foreign word, structure, or 
idea expands our own web of associative patterns, and so broadens our understanding of our 
own existence; as Steiner points out, “Such figures are new mappings of the world, they 
reorganize our habitation in reality” (23).  As such, translations like the one that follows are 































 Antonio Pentàgora was already seated calmly at the dinner table, as if nothing had 
happened. 
 His pock-marked face, illuminated by the light that hung from the low ceiling, seemed 
almost a mask against the rosy whiteness of his face and the fatty rolls of his neck, which was 
hairless as a newly scraped hide.  He was jacketless, his limp, faded blue shirt was undone, 
exposing his hairy chest, and his sleeves were rolled up over his hairy forearms.  He was 
waiting to be served. 
 On his right sat his sister Sidora, pale and scowling, her sharp eyes angry and elusive 
under the kerchief of black silk she always wore tied around her head.  On his left sat his son 
Niccolino – the wild one – his pointed bat ears jutting obscenely from his head, which sat 
atop his elongated neck, his eyes perfectly round, his nose tapered.  Opposite him, a place 
was set for his other son, Rocco, who was still on his way home that evening, after the 
disaster. 
 They’d been waiting to eat until Rocco got in.  Since he was late, they’d all sat down 
at their places.  The three of them sat in silence, in that large, gloomy room with the low, 
yellowing walls, along the length of which ran two interminable lines of chairs, almost none 
of which matched.  From the sunken red-brick floor arose a vague stench of rot. 
 Finally, Rocco appeared in the doorway, sullen and exhausted.  He was a tall, blond 
beanpole of a man, with little hair left, and a dark face from which shone brilliant blue eyes: 
eyes that were almost defeated, almost lost, but which could also turn malicious when he 
furrowed his brow and tightened his wide mouth, with its slack, purplish lips.   He slunk in on 
bowed legs, leading with his chest, followed by his head and arms. Every now and again he 
had a nervous tic – a trick of the spinal cord – that caused him to stick out his chin while 
turning down the corners of his mouth. 
 – Oh, well done Roccuccio!  Here he finally is! – his father exclaimed, rubbing his 
burly hands, laden with heavy rings.  
 Rocco paused for a moment to stare at the three people seated at the table, then threw 
himself onto the chair closest to the door, his elbows on his knees, his fists under his chin, his 
cap over his eyes. 
 – Oh, get up! – Pentàgora went on. – Can’t you see we’ve been waiting for you?  
What, don’t you believe me?  My word of honor, until ten… no, longer, longer….  What time 
is it now?  Come here; here’s your place, all set for you, just like before all this happened. 
 And he called out, loudly: 
 – Signora Popònica! 
 – Epponìna, – corrected Niccolino under his breath. 
 – Shut up, you – I know her name!  I like to call her Popònica, after your aunt. Is that 
not allowed? 
 – Who’s Popònica? – mumbled Rocco, stirring only slightly from his stupor. 
 – Ah!  She’s a woman who’s fallen on hard times, – responded the father cheerfully. – 
A real lady, you know?  She hasn’t been a servant for long; your aunt has taken her in.   
 – She’s a northerner, from Romagna – added Niccolino, meekly. 
 Rocco’s head fell again into his hands, and his father, satisfied, slowly brought the 
full glass of wine to his lips; he took a cautious little sip, and then he threw Niccolino a 
glance, and, smacking his lips said, 
 – It’s good!  Young wine, Roccuccio: it’ll cure what ails you….  Try it, try it – you’ll 
get your stomach back.  All this is nonsense, my boy, nonsense! 
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 And he drank down the rest in one go. 
 – Don’t you want to eat?  – he asked. 
 – He can’t eat at a time like this, – observed Niccolino quietly. 
 They ate in silence, making sure that their forks did not scrape against their plates, as 
if making sure not to offend the miserable silence that filled the room.  In came little Signora 
Popònica.  Her hair was the color of Spanish tobacco and plastered in place with who-knows-
what pomade; her eyes were so heavily made-up that they looked bruised, and her mouth was 
painted into sharp creases.  She entered wobbling on her little legs and wiping her tiny, work-
gnarled hands on a cast-off jacket, which was tied by the sleeves around her stained smock, 
serving as a makeshift apron. Her dyed hair and melancholy expression showed at once that 
this poor, fallen woman ached to be held by more than just those empty sleeves.   
 Antonio Pentàgora immediately gestured for her to withdraw; she was no longer 
needed, since Rocco didn’t want any dinner.  She raised her eyebrows until they nearly 
reached her hairline, extending her fleshy eyelids over her melancholy eyes, and left the room 
sighing, with a dignified air. 
 Pentàgora finally broke the long silence. 
 – Remember, Rocco – Hey! – Remember that I said this would happen. 
 His huge voice resounded so jarringly in that silent dining room that his sister Sidora, 
withdrawn and distracted as she was, leapt to her feet, picked up the salad bowl, grabbed a 
chunk of bread and ran off to finish her dinner in another room. 
 Antonio Pentàgora followed her with his eyes until she was gone, and then with a 
look at Niccolino he rubbed his bald head with both hands, his mouth twisting into a frigid, 
silent grin. 
 He remembered. 
 Many years before he too had returned to his father’s house after his wife had 
betrayed him.  And then too his sister Sidora, who had been a nag since she was a child, 
hadn’t wanted anyone to so much as utter a reproof. She had silently led him to his old, single 
room, as if she wanted to demonstrate that everyone was waiting to see him emerge again one 
day, betrayed, regretful that he’d left in the first place. 
 – I said this would happen! – he repeated, managing with a sigh to untangle himself 
from that distant memory. 
 Rocco stood up, his emotions high, and shouted, 
 – Is that all you can think to say to me? 
 It was then that Niccolino very subtly tugged at his father’s jacket, imploring him to 
be quiet. 
 – No! – Pentàgora yelled loudly, right in Niccolino’s face.  – Come here, Roccuccio!  
Lift up your cap – it’s covering your eyes…  Ah, here we are: you’re hurt!  Let me see… 
 – What do I care about that? – yelled Rocco, almost weeping with rage as he tore his 
hat off his head and threw it to the floor. 
 – Your forehead… Water and vinegar, right away: we’ll fix you up. 
 Rocco replied, threateningly, 
 – You can’t be serious! I’m getting out of here. 
 – So go!  What do you want from me?  Come on, let it all out!  I try to make you feel 
better and all I get are kicks and punches… Calm yourself my boy!  Now, the letter you could 
have dealt with a little more tactfully, in my opinion, without, you know, cracking your head 
open on the cabinet.  But enough: it’s all nonsense!  You have as much money as you like, 
and you can have as many women as you like.  Nonsense! 
 NONSENSE! was a common refrain for Antonio Pentàgora, and he always 
accompanied the exclamation with an expressive hand gesture and a tightening of his cheek. 
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 He got up from the table and, leaning against the sideboard on which a huge grey cat 
crouched, picked up a candle.  He picked off the hardened beads of wax deliberately, wanting 
to leave no doubt as to his intentions, and then lit it and sighed. 
 – And now, for God’s sake, let’s go to sleep! 
 – You’re leaving me like this? – Rocco exploded, exasperated. 
 – And what would you have us do for you?  When I speak it annoys you… Why 
should I stay?  And yet…here we are… 
 He blew out the candle and sat on one of the chairs next to the chiffonier.  The cat 
jumped to his shoulder. 
 Rocco paced the room, biting his hands every now and again, or punching at the air in 
impotent rage.  He was crying. 
 Niccolino, still sitting at his place at the table, was rolling bits of bread into pellets 
with his index finger. 
 – You didn’t want to listen, – his father began again, after a long silence. – You’ve – 
he cleared his throat loudly – yes, you had to go and make just the same mistake that I did…  
It almost makes me laugh.  What do you want to do about it?  I feel for you, mind… but it 
was useless, Rocco.  We Pentàgora… – be still Fufu! – we Pentàgora don’t have luck with 
wives. 
 He was quiet for another moment, and then he sighed and slowly took up again. 
 – You already knew this… But when you married you thought you’d found the 
phoenix, that rare bird that was different from the rest.  And me?  I thought the same!  And 
my father, for God’s sake?  The same! 
 He made the traditional sign of the cuckold, the “corna,” and he waved it in the air. 
 – My dear boy, do you see these horns?  It’s our family’s coat of arms!  More 
accurate than any coat of arms could be! 
 At this point Niccolino, who continued calmly rolling pellets, sniggered. 
 – Idiot, what are you laughing about? – his father said, lifting his ruddy, bald head 
from his chest.  – It’s destiny!  Everyone has his cross to bear.  And this is ours!  Our 
Calvary. 
 He banged himself lightly on the head with his fist. 
 – But in the end, nonsense! – he continued.  – That cross doesn’t weigh anything 
when we chase away our wives, right Fufu?  They even say it’s good luck!  A man takes up a 
wife like he might take up the accordion, and he assumes that anybody can play it.  Yes, all 
you have to do is extend the bellows and then squeeze – anyone can do it!  Ah, but hitting the 
keys in just the right way, that’s another story!  People say I’m a bad person.  But what’s so 
bad about me?  I wish everyone were as at peace with the world as I am!  But there are those 
people; whenever they can say something bad about someone, they do.  It makes them feel 
bigger.  For my part, it’s more useful if I take the blame.  You know what I do?  I just take 
the blame: I take it as a lesson and try to learn from it.  
 He slapped himself on the backside and continued. 
 – If you want to die, you die.  I do my best to soldier on.  We’ve got health to spare, 
and as for the rest, thanks be to God, we lack for nothing.  On the other hand, we know that 
it’s the custom of wives to deceive their husbands.  When I got married, my boy, your 
grandfather told me exactly what I am saying to you now, word for word.  I didn’t want to 
listen to him, just as you didn’t want to listen to me.  And I understand!  Every man must 
learn his own lessons in this world.  What did I think of my wife Fana?  Exactly what you, 
my dear Roccuccio, thought of yours: I thought she was a saint! Now I would never say 
anything bad about her, nor do I bear her any ill will; you all were witness to that.  I give your 
mother plenty of money to live on, and I allow you all to go visit her once a year in Palermo.  
In the end, she has done me a great service: she’s taught me that you should always listen to 
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your parents.  That’s why I always say to Niccolino: “Save yourself, my boy!  At least there’s 
one of us left!” 
 This part of his father’s outburst didn’t please Niccolino, who was just beginning to 
learn about love: 
 – You just look out for yourselves, and leave me out of it! 
 – I’m looking out for him, eh! Him, my boy! – sneered Pentàgora.  – By Saint 
Silvestro.… By Saint Martino.… 
 – OK, OK, I get it, – replied Niccolino angrily. – But what did Mamma ever do to us, 
poor thing, even if it’s true that…? 
 – Niccoli’, now you’re starting to piss me off! – his father interrupted, climbing to his 
feet.  – It’s destiny you idiot!  And I’m saying this for your own good.  Go ahead, go get a 
wife if the experience of us three isn’t enough for you.  You’ll see – if you’re really a 
Pentàgora, you’ll see! 
 He extricated himself from the cat with a shrug, took the candle from the drawer, and 
without even lighting it he quickly left the room.  
 Rocco opened the window and looked out into the darkness for a long while. 
 The night was damp.  Below the house, after a steep decline dotted with a few other 
houses, a vast, lonely plain stretched out under a veil of fog, all the way to the sea there 
below, just illuminated by the pale moon. There was so much air, so much space outside of 
that high, narrow window.  He looked at the façade of the house, so exposed at that height to 
the wind and the rain, and so gloomy in the lunar damp; he stared down into the dark, 
deserted alleyway, illuminated by one, weeping streetlight; the roofs of the poor houses, 
huddled together in sleep; and he could feel himself becoming more and more distressed.  
Looking out into the night he was dumbfounded, almost frozen to the core.  And just as after 
a violent hurricane, light little clouds float around the sky uncertainly, strange thoughts, 
vague memories, distant impressions flooded his mind and spirit, although they remained 
strange, vague and distant.  He remembered that there, in that cramped little street, when he 
was a little boy, just down there by that feeble, flickering light, one night a man was killed in 
cold blood; that later a servant girl had told him that the dead man’s spirit still walked the 
alley, that many people had seen it; and he thought of how afraid he had been, and how for a 
long time he couldn’t bring himself even to look out the window, down that street…  And 
now, after two years, here he was moving back into his father’s house, full of reminiscences, 
of ancient oppressions.  He was free again, almost like being a bachelor again.  And he would 
have to sleep alone that night, in that unfurnished room, in the same little bed as before.  
Alone!  And his own house, the one he had shared with his wife, with its heavy new 
furniture, would remain empty, dark… the windows would be left open… and that moon, 
waning as it shone through the haze on the distant sea; surely it could be seen from his 
bedroom…his room for two…peeping between the curtains of rose-colored silk… Ah!  He 
screwed up his eyes and clenched his fists.  And tomorrow?  What would happen tomorrow 
when the whole town would know that he had run off his unfaithful wife? 
 There, immersed in the vast, melancholy silence of the night, broken here and there 
with moonlight, alive with the squealing of invisible bats, his fists still clenched, Rocco cried 
out, exasperated: 
 – What will I do?  What will I do? 
 – Go down and see the Englishman – he heard the soft, quiet voice of Niccolino, who 
hadn’t left his place at the table, his eyes fixed on the tablecloth. 
 Rocco started at the sound of his voice, and he turned, surprised by the advice as 
much as by the fact that his brother was still there, sitting impassive under the light. 
 – Bill? – he asked, frowning.  – Why? 
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 – If I were in your shoes I would challenge this man to a duel, – Niccolino said 
simply, and with conviction, as he collected in his cupped palm all of the little rounded 
pellets of bread and got up to throw them out the window. 
 – A duel? – repeated Rocco, who stood stunned for a moment as he let his brother’s 
suggestion sink in. Then he erupted: – But of course, yes, yes, yes!  That’s it!  How did I not 
think of it?  Of course, a duel! 
 From the church nearby they heard the slow chime of midnight. 
 – It’s midnight. 
 – The Englishman will be awake. 
 Rocco picked up his crushed cap from the floor. 




 On the stairs, in the dark, Rocco Pentàgora was suddenly unsure whether to knock on 
the door of the Englishman, or on that of Professor Blandino, another lodger, who lived on 
the floor below. 
 Antonio Pentàgora had built his house in the shape of a massive tower, floor by floor.  
He’d stopped, for the time being, at the fourth.  But the fact was that Pentàgora had never 
once managed to find anyone to live in any of the small apartments, either because the house 
was too far out, or because no one wanted anything to do with the landlord, and so the first 
floor had been empty for years.  On the second, Professor Blandino rented the only room that 
was occupied, which he left in the care of Mrs. Popònica.  The third floor, like the second, 
had only one inhabitant: the Englishman Mr. H. W. Madden, known to all as “Bill.”  All of 
the other rooms in the house were left to the mice.  The doorman had the dignified solemnity 
of an accountant, but he only made five lire a month, and so never greeted anyone. 
 Luca Blandino, an instructor of Philosophy at the local high school, was around fifty 
years old, tall, thin, and completely bald, a deficiency he made up for with an enormous and 
fantastic beard.  A peculiar man, known across the region for his incredible absent-
mindedness, Blandino taught out of necessity and with sad resignation, for he was continually 
rapt in his meditations and no longer cared about anyone or anything else.  Nonetheless, those 
who had been able to make a strong impression on the professor, and who thus allowed him, 
at least for a little while, to descend from the lofty peaks of his own abstraction, were able to 
pull him out of his shell and, in return, received useful and selfless advice.  Rocco had 
managed to make such an impression. 
 Madden was a no less peculiar man.  He was also a teacher, but of a very different 
kind: a private tutor of foreign languages.  He gave lessons for practically no money in 
English, German and French, and even in his terrible Italian.  In this way, his vast mind was 
something of an international meeting place.  His fine, golden hair seemed to be keeping its 
distance from his forehead and temples, perhaps for fear of his large, hooked nose, and two 
bulging veins snaked up from his eyebrows in search of his hairline, as if running for cover.  
Below his eyebrows shone two little grey-blue eyes, sometimes clever, sometimes achingly 
sad, as if burdened by his broad forehead.50  Under his nose he wore a straw-colored 
moustache, which he trimmed religiously to keep it from invading his upper lip.  Even taking 
his monumental forehead into account, Nature had gifted Mr. Madden with a physical agility 
that was positively monkey-like, and Mr. Madden soon discovered that he could profit even 
                                                 
50 The common misconception that a broad forehead indicates intelligence is one of the hallmarks of 
Phrenology, a pseudoscience developed by the German physician Franz Joseph Gall at the turn of the 19 th 
century.  The idea was very popular, and finds its way into a number of 19th-century novels.   
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by this gift: in his idle moments he gave fencing lessons.  But people went along with it; we 
didn’t know any better! 
 Probably no one, not even poor Bill, would have thought to laugh about how in God’s 
name he had ended up leaving his native Ireland and been reduced to living in a little village 
in Sicily.  He never received even a single letter from his homeland!  He was entirely alone 
with his misery behind him in his past, and misery undoubtedly ahead of him in his future.  
But even as he twisted in the fickle wind of destiny, he was not discouraged.  In truth, for all 
his bad luck, Mr. Madden had in his head more words than thoughts, and these he ran over 
continually. 
 As Niccolino had predicted, Rocco found him awake. 
 Bill was sitting on an old, rickety canapé in front of an end table, his magnificent 
forehead illuminated by a lamp with a broken shade.  He was shoeless with one leg crossed 
over the other, taking tiny, angry bites of a sandwich and staring religiously at an open bottle 
of cheap beer that sat on the table before him. 
 Every inch of that floor was begging for a broom, and maybe a spittoon for Mr. 
Madden; the walls and the few pieces of decrepit furniture were screaming for a serious 
dusting; the meager little bed with its exposed frame required the arms of a strong serving 
girl, and one who would come back at least once a week; Mr. Madden’s suit demanded less a 
lint brush than a horse brush. 
 The room’s one window was open; the blinds were up.  Mr. Madden’s shoes – one 
here, one there – looked as if they’d been thrown to the middle of the room.   
 – Oh Rocco! – he exclaimed in his barbaric accent, as if he were gargling, chewing 
and violently spitting out his consonants and vowels, his emphasis on all the wrong syllables.  
He sounded as if he were speaking with a hot potato in his mouth. 
 – Excuse the hour, Bill; I know it’s late – said Rocco, his face colorless. – I need to 
speak with you. 
 Bill almost always repeated the last words of the person with whom he was speaking, 
as if to better latch on to a response:  
 – Speak with me?  One second.  First I have to put my shoes back on. 
 At this point he saw the gash on his friend’s forehead. 
 – I’ve had a “lite.” 
 – …I don’t understand. 
 – A “lite!” – shouted Rocco, fingering his forehead. 
 – Ah, a “LITE,” of course!  A STRIFE, DER STEITE, UNE MÊLÉE, yes yes, I 
understand perfectly.  You say “lite” in Italian?  LEE-TAY, excellent.  What can I do for 
you? 
 I need your help. 
 – (LEE-TAY).  Help?  I don’t understand. 
 – I want to have a duel. 
 – Ah yes, a duel.  You?  I understand perfectly. 
 – But I don’t know… well, I don’t know anything, really, about… about fencing.  
How do you do it?  I don’t want to get myself killed in the street like a dog, if you know what 
I mean. 
 – Like a dog, yes, I understand perfectly.  And so some… coup?  You wish to strike 
some blow, as you might say?  Yes, infallible, I will teach you.  Very simple, yes.  Do you 
wish to start now? 
 And Bill, with a movement like that of a well-trained monkey, took down from the 
wall two old, rusty foils. 
 – Hold on, hold on… – Rocco said to him, agitated by the sight of those foils.  – First, 
explain it to me…  I’m the challenger here, right?  Or I challenge and I am challenged in 
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return.  Our seconds discuss it, they agree.  We decide on sabers.  We meet at the agreed 
upon place at the agreed upon time.  But then what?  I need to know everything, in order. 
 – Yes, of course. – responded Madden, who liked order, in a manner of speaking, as 
he liked not to get turned around; and so he put himself to explaining to Rocco, in his own, 
meandering way, the preliminaries of a duel. 
 – Naked? – asked Rocco at one point, alarmed. – What do you mean, “naked”?  Why? 
 – Naked… in the sense of “shirtless,” – responded Madden.  – Naked, your… how do 
you say?  LE TRONC DU CORPS… DIE BRUST… Ah, yes, yes, torso, the torso!  Or on 
the other hand, not naked.  Yes… it’s as you wish. 
 – And then? 
 – Then? Um… well then you duel… LA SCIABLA; EN GARDE!; À VOUS!! 
 – That’s exactly my question, – said Rocco, – so, for example, I pick up the sword…; 
come on, teach me… How do you do it? 
 First, Bill showed him the correct form, placing his fingers between grip and 
bellguard. He then left Rocco to lunge, straighten, and lunge again, which he did, awkwardly.  
Rocco was, however, soon disheartened by these new and uncomfortable positions, which 
felt so unnatural to him.  – I’m falling!  I’m falling! – and his constantly flexed arm wore him 
out and made him sore; it must have been the foil, no?  It weighed too much.  – Eh!  Eh!  
There!  Again! – incited Madden, however.  – Wait, Bill! – in making that kind of lunge how 
was it possible to keep the left foot from moving?  And the right, good God!  He was no 
longer able even to draw back and defend himself!  Every time he moved, Rocco felt the 
blood flow to the cut on his forehead, throbbing.  In the meantime, the shoddy furniture, 
which had been pushed to the sides of the room, seemed to jump with fright, astonished at the 
ridiculous dances the two monstrously enlarged shadows of these two nocturnal duelists were 
performing. 
 BUM!  BUM!  BUM! – the angry pounding of the neighbor below could be heard 
through the floorboards. 
 Madden stood up straight, his thighs practically dislocated, his broad forehead 
glistening with sweat.  He strained his ears. 
 – We’ve awakened Professor Luca! 
  Rocco had given up: he was finished.  He collapsed into a chair, his legs dangling, 
his head drooping, tilted against the wall behind him, almost swooning.  It seemed, from that 
position, that he had already completed the duel with his adversary, and had received a fatal 
blow. 
 – We’ve awakened Professor Luca, – repeated Bill, staring at Rocco, to whom such 
news didn’t seem such an unpleasant surprise. 
 – I’m going to see Blandino, – he said in the end, lifting himself to his feet.  This all 
needs to be done with by tomorrow.  Blandino will be my second.  Good night, and thanks 
Bill.  I’m also counting on you, you know. 
 With a candle in his hand, Madden accompanied his friend to the door; he waited on 
the landing for Professor Blandino to open his door, and only when the door had been opened 
and shut again did he return to his room, making a strange gesture with his hand, as if 
catching an obstinate fly from the tip of his nose. 
 Rocco found Luca Blandino in a terrible mood that evening.  He was muttering and 
stumbling about as he led Rocco through a series of deserted rooms, and finally into his own 
room.  Then, with his grizzled grey whiskers and the swollen, red eyes of someone whose 
sleep has been interrupted, he sat down on his bed, his bare, hairy legs dangling. 
 – Professor, forgive me, and have pity on me, – said Rocco.  – I need your advice. 
 – What’s happened to you?  You’re hurt! – cried Blandino in a hoarse voice, staring at 
Rocco with a candle in his hand. 
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 – Yes… ah, but if you only knew!  It all started ten hours ago, when… You know, my 
wife…? 
 – Bad news on the home front? 
 – It’s worse than that.  My wife, she… I’ve sent her back to her family… 
 – You have?  But why? 
 – She betrayed me… she betrayed me…she betrayed me. 
 – Are you mad? 
 – Crazy?  No!  What are you talking about? 
 And Rocco began to sob, hiding his face in his hands.  He hesitated: 
 – What do you mean crazy?  What do you mean by that? 
 The professor looked at him from the bed, almost not believing his own eyes or ears, 
overcome as he was with weariness. 
 – She betrayed you? 
 – I surprised her… she was reading a letter… And do you know from whom?  From 
Alvignani! 
 – Ah that scoundrel!  Gregorio?  Gregorio Alvignani? 
 – Yes sir – (Rocco held back his rage). – Now you’ve got to understand Professor… 
in this way… he can’t finish it this way!  He’s run off. 
 – Gregorio Alvignani? 
 – Yes sir, he’s escaped.  This very evening.  I don’t know to where, but I’ll find out.  
He was afraid…  Professor, I put myself into your hands. 
 – Me?  What have I got to do with it? 
 – I must take my satisfaction in front of the whole town, Professor, and you have to 
help me to do that.  Don’t you think so?  How can I live like this?  
 – Easy now, easy… Calm down, my boy!  What does the rest of the town have to do 
with it? 
 – My honor, Professor!  How can that not matter?  I have to defend my honor… in 
front of the whole town… 
 Luca Blandino shrugged his shoulders and seemed annoyed. 
 – Leave the town out of it!  You need to reflect on this, to be reasonable.  First thing, 
are you absolutely sure? 
 – I have the letter I tell you, the letter that he passed to her through the window! 
 – Him?  Gregorio?  Why, he’s like a little boy!  Are you absolutely sure what you’re 
telling me is true?  Hmm…hmm…hmm…  He passed her the letter through the window, you 
say? 
 – Yes sir, I have it right here! 
 – But look, look, look… this is your wife we’re talking about, for the love of God!  
Your wife, the daughter of Francesco Ajala!  That man’s a beast: look to it… you’re about to 
start a bloodbath…  What are you telling me here?  Just what are you telling me?  Get out of 
here… through the window?  He passed the letters through the window, like a little boy? 
 – Can I count on you, Professor? 
 – On me?  For what?  Ah, I see what you’re thinking… Wait, my boy, you must think 
this through…  You’ve gotten me out of bed…  Now is not the time: it’s not possible right 
now…  
 He climbed out of his bed; he approached Rocco and clapped him on the shoulder and 
added: 
 – Go back upstairs, my boy… You’re in too much pain right now, I can see that… 
Tomorrow, eh?  By the light of the sun.  We’ll talk about this again tomorrow; it’s late 
now… Get some sleep, if you can manage… get some sleep my boy…. 
 – But you must promise me… – Rocco insisted. 
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 – Tomorrow, tomorrow, – Blandino interrupted him again, pushing him towards the 
door.  – I promise… But what a scoundrel, oh!  Passing her letters through the window?  You 
never know what this terrible old world will throw at you, eh my dear boy?  Poor Roccuccio 
– she was betraying you….  Out, out, get going now…. 
 – Professor… don’t abandon me, please!  I’m counting on you! 
 – Tomorrow, tomorrow, – repeated Blandino.  – Poor Roccuccio… funny thing, life, 
eh?  What a misery…. Goodnight, my boy, goodnight, goodnight…. 
 And Rocco felt the door shut softly behind him.  And there he was, in the dark, on the 
landing, in the middle of the silent staircase.  Lost.  Did no one want to know about it – about 
him – any longer? 
 He sat on the lowest steps like an abandoned child, and leaned against the railing with 
his elbows on his knees and his head between his hands.  The dark, the silence, his 
predicament tightened itself around his heart like a fist, and left him desperate to the very 
depths of his soul.  His face contracted, and he began to weep, all the while lamenting under 
his breath: 
 – Oh mamma mia!  Mamma mia! 
 He wept and wept.  Eventually he reached into his pocket and pulled out the crumpled 
letter.  He struck a match and tried to read it again, but he felt on his hand something wet, and 
very soft, and slightly viscous.  He raised the match to see what it was.  The long strand of a 
spider web hung from above the staircase.  As he sat and stared at it in the matchlight he 
didn’t feel when the match had burned itself down to the nub between his fingers.  He burned 
himself and shouted in the dark: 
 – Damn!  Damn!  Damn! 
 He lit another match and went back to reading the letter, which was hard to read, 
scrawled as it was in tiny handwriting on grey paper. He read the first words mechanically: “I 
HAVE BEEN WRITING TO YOU FOR THREE MONTHS (YES, IT’S ALREADY BEEN 
THREE MONTHS) AND STILL…” He skipped over a few lines and let his eyes fall on the 
underlined “WHEN?”  He then threw the match away and sat there with the letter in his hand 
and his eyes crossed in the darkness. 
 The scene flashed again before his eyes. 
 He had forced the door open with a violent thrust, screaming: “The letter!  Give me 
the letter!”  In the commotion, Marta had taken cover by the open cabinet of the large chest 
of drawers, next to which she had been reading.  He had forcibly removed her from behind 
the cabinet and was dragging her forward by the wrists.  “What letter?  What letter?” she 
stammered, staring back at him with terror in her eyes.  But the letter, which she had 
crumpled up in the sudden fright of his discovery and shoved between her dress and a shelf of 
the chest, had fallen like a dead leaf to the floor.  In launching himself at it and getting to it 
before she could, he had cut his forehead on the open drawer as he’d smashed his head into it.  
He was blinded by his anger, by his pain, and so he had railed against her without regard for 
her incipient maternity, stalking her through the house, beating her. 
 Then there was that other scene, with his father-in-law.  Rocco had gone to show him 
that letter and the others he had discovered in the drawer.  Was she guilty?  “And what 
exactly would constitute guilt for her?” he had asked.  “Forgive my saying so, but maybe 
that’s because she’s your daughter?”  Francesco Ajala pounced like a tiger.  “My daughter? 
What are you saying?  That my daughter is a slut?”  But then he suddenly seemed very calm.  
“Careful, Rocco, careful what you do.… Do you see what this is about?  Letters… and you’re 
ruining two lives here: yours and mine.  Maybe you could still forgive her….”  “Oh yes?  
And would you forgive her if you were in my place, if instead of her father you were her 
husband?”  And Francesco Ajala did not know how to respond. 
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 “Her father couldn’t, but I am supposed to?  Unbelievable!”  thought Rocco in the 
silence of the stairwell.   
 “It’s all over!  Now it’s all over!” 
 He pulled himself to his feet and, striking another match, began to climb back up the 
stairs, his eyes still fixed on the letter in his hand. 
 ‘What does that mean?....” he asked himself, trying to decipher the Alvignani family 
motto embossed in red at the top of the page:  
 




 Shadows and then, little by little, darkness had invaded the room where Marta’s 
mother had welcomed her with open arms after her husband had kicked her out.  In the 
darkness, the glassware on the table, which had been laid for supper before Marta arrived, 
reflected the last flicker of daylight from the street. 
 Signora Agata Ajala was a very tall, very heavy woman, but had a sweetness in her 
face and voice that seemed to exist for the sole purpose of attenuating the negative 
impression aroused by her body in everyone who spoke to her or looked at her.  Reentering 
from the adjoining room, where she had been briefly detained, she suddenly caught a glimpse 
of her two daughters, who were sitting on the couch, illuminated in the light threading in 
through the open door: Marta with a handkerchief at her face, her head thrown back against 
the back of the sofa, and Maria, who was bent over her, holding her hand. 
 – She wants to leave this place…. – Maria announced, almost unable to speak as a 
result of this unforeseen tragedy. 
 – Mamma, he found out… he found out, – said Marta, her head lolling as she wrung 
her hands.   – He found out and now he does not want to come home.  He is not going to 
forgive me.  I know it.  Please go and find him: tell him he can come back, Mamma, that I’ll 
be gone.  I know, he no longer believes me fit to live under the same roof as him.  Tell him 
that I came to you… like this, because I didn’t know where else to go.  I’m leaving.  I didn’t 
know where else to go. 
 Two loving arms, stretched out in a rush of excitement, latched around her. 
 Her mother said: 
 – Where else would you have gone?  Where could you have gone?  Stay, stay here, 
with Maria.  I’m going to go speak to him…. 
 And she threw a black, wool shawl over her head, fastened it around her neck, and 
left. 
 The wide suburban street, so animated during the day, was silent and deserted at that 
hour of the evening, like a street in a dream.  The moon shone a green light that reflected on 
the windows of the tall row of houses, and a heavy but broken line of smoky clouds now and 
then veiled that pale, cool lunar serenity casting gloomy shadows on the damp street. 
 – Oh San Francesco! – said the mother as she raised a hand in the direction of the 
church at the end of the street. 
 There, only a few paces from her home, on the same suburban street, the huge tannery 
owned by her husband, Francesco Ajala, rose before her.  As she came closer she caught 
sight of her husband on a first-floor balcony.  She trembled at the thought of confronting him, 
of his inevitable anger and disappointment, knowing all too well the terrible emotional 
                                                 
51 Roughly, "I am not aware of being guilty of any crime."  
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excesses they might inspire in him.  He was even taller than she was, and the light of the 
balcony door outlined his huge frame. 
 There were two tragedies here, not just one.  And the misfortune of the father was in 
this case far more serious than that of Marta.  Perhaps Marta’s misfortune could be resolved 
by using a little bit of levelheaded reasoning and waiting a few days.  But there was no 
reasoning with her father. 
 Signora Ajala had learned long ago to measure every disappointment, every little 
cause for grief, not with respect to herself, to whom it would have meant little or nothing, but 
instead in light of the anger it would rouse in her husband.  On occasion, good God, the 
breaking of some household object, say – even if it were of little value, but difficult to replace 
– would plunge the whole household into terror and confusion…  The neighbors, people 
outside of the house, laughed about it when they found out, and they were right to.  Really?  
All that rage over a bottle?  Over a little picture frame?  Some little knick-knack?  But they 
didn’t understand what it meant to him, to him as a husband.  It meant a lack of respect not 
for the object, which was worth little or nothing, but for him, for him because he had bought 
it.  Was he just stingy?  Certainly not!  For the sake of one little trinket that had cost only a 
few cents, he could tear the house to pieces. 
 Over their many years of marriage, she had managed with her sweet disposition to 
tame him to some extent, and also to forgive him again and again for the serious wrongs he 
committed, and all the while without losing her own dignity and without allowing him to feel 
weighed down by her many reprieves.  But still, from time to time, some trivial little thing 
was enough to set him on a wild rampage.  It’s possible that after such fits he felt sorry; he 
would never want to – or even know how to – apologize.  That would have been a 
humiliation, an admission that he had indeed been wrong.  Instead, he wanted the others to 
have to guess his apology, to understand that he was sorry without his ever saying those 
words.  At that point, however, everyone was still reeling in the wake of one of his outbursts, 
and no one dared so much as to breathe, much less to say anything.  And so he would close 
himself into a silent, black rage for weeks on end.  To be certain, he noticed, and with a secret 
spite, the efforts of his family members to never do anything that might give him the slightest 
pretext to complain, and he suspected that many things were hidden from him.  If one of 
these secrets did come to light, even after a very long time, he let loose in a rage his 
accumulated scorn, without reflecting on the fact that his rage was out of place by then, and 
that, in the end, the only reason anything had been concealed was so as not to displease him. 
 He felt like a stranger in his own house.  Or at least it seemed to him that his family 
treated him like a stranger, and he distrusted them.  He especially distrusted her: his wife. 
 And Signora Agata, in fact, was the victim above all of two false impressions, burned 
into her husband’s soul: one was that she was guilty of malice, the other, that she was 
hypocritical.  And she suffered all the more inasmuch as she herself was often forced to 
recognize that these impressions were not wholly without reason: she had to admit that, in 
truth, owing to the discord between them, she was sometimes forced to hide from him things 
of which he would most certainly have not approved.  In such situations she would have to 
deceive him simply in order to survive. 
 – Francesco! – she called to him humbly, in the silence of the street. 
 – Who’s there? – shouted back Ajala, starting violently and bending himself over the 
railing of the balcony. – You?  Who told you to come here?  Get out of here!  Get out of here 
right now!  Don’t make me yell from here! 
 – Open up, I beg you…. 
 – Get out of here I said!  I don’t want to see anyone!  Go home!  Go home 
immediately!  No?  Don’t make me come down there! 
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 And Francesco Ajala, with one final, mighty shake of the iron railing, withdrew from 
the balcony. 
 She waited for him with bowed head, leaning against the outer door like a beggar 
woman, drying her eyes every now and again with the same handkerchief she’d been 
wringing in her hands for the last four hours. 
 The sound of footsteps echoed along the long corridor, echoing darkly: the little 
window just right of the door opened, and Ajala, bending over and sticking his head out, 
seized his wife by the arm. 
 – What did you come here for?  What do you want?  Who are you?  I don’t know 
anyone anymore; I don’t have anyone anymore!  No family, no home!  Get out, everyone!  
Out!  You disgust me!  Get out!  Out! 
 And he gave her a violent push. 
 – She stood in front of the window, still wincing from the blow, and then she entered 
like a ghost, resigned to wait until he had emptied his heart of all its anger, pouring it out onto 
her.  She resolved to stand her ground, even if it meant taking a beating. 
 In the dark of the entryway, Ajala, with his fingers clasped behind his nape of his 
neck and his arms pressed tightly around his head, was staring at the great glass door at the 
end, turned opaque in the pale moonlight. He turned, hearing his wife sobbing softly in the 
dark; he came towards her with his fists clenched, roaring at her mockingly, 
 – Did you take her back into the house?  Did you kiss her and stroke her and pet her, 
that fine daughter of yours?  So what do you want from me now?  What are you expecting to 
happen?  Will you tell me that? 
 – You want to leave us… – she sobbed, softly. 
 – Yes, right away!  My luggage… 
 – Where will you go? 
 – Why should I tell you? 
 – Because, well… I have to know what to pack… how long you’ll stay away…. 
 – How long? – he screamed.  – Do you really think I can ever come back here?  That I 
can ever set foot again in your…house of shame?  I’m getting out for good!  For me it’s 
prison or the grave – I’ll catch up to him!  I’ll find him, no matter the cost….  
 – And does that seem right to you? – she ventured, bleakly. 
 – No!  Come on… of course not! – he exploded with a terrible sneer. – It is right that 
a daughter soils her father’s name!  It’s right she gets herself chased out of her husband’s 
house like a whore, and then runs home to teach her wicked ways to her little sister!  That is 
right!  At least that’s what the word means to you, apparently!  
 – As you wish, – she said.  – But I was only asking whether, before getting so carried 
away, it doesn’t seem to you that it would be better to…. 
 – To what? 
 – To see if it might be possible to avoid scandal. 
 – Scandal? – he shouted.  – But Rocco has already come here! 
 – Here? 
 – To show me the letters! 
 – So you’ve seen them? – she asked, anxiously.  – And the last one?  It’s proof that 
Marta…. 
 – Is innocent, right? – he snapped, seizing her roughly by the arm, jostling her, 
pushing her and pulling her again.  – Innocent?  Innocent?  You dare say the word in my 
presence?  Do you have no shame?  Where is your blush?  – And in saying this he furiously 
slapped her cheeks, again and again.  – Is it here? or here? or here?  Here? Here? Here? – he 
slapped her face until her cheeks were red.  Then he picked up again, 
 
 198 
 – Innocent… with those letters?  Would you have done the same then?  Quiet!  Don’t 
you dare try to excuse her! 
 – I do not excuse her, – she moaned softly, with agony.  – But if I have 
proof…me…proof that my daughter does not deserve the punishment that you want to inflict 
upon her…. 
 – Ah, that, – intoned Ajala darkly, – that’s what I said to that imbecile…. 
 – You see? – cried his wife, almost happy at this glimmer of hope. 
 – But then he asked me if I, in his place, would have forgiven her…. And, no!  
Because I, – he added, seizing her again by the arms and shaking her violently, – I would not 
have forgiven you!  I would have killed you! 
 – Even if I weren’t guilty.... 
 – For that letter?  Isn’t that enough? 
 – Marta is guilty, it’s true, – admitted her mother, – but of acting foolishly, and of 
nothing more.  But now what do you want to do?  Do you want to go away?  To confront this 
other man?  But if you do that, this misunderstanding will….  Let me speak, please!  I have 
faith, myself.  Faith that one day, soon, the truth will come out…. 
 – Stop making excuses for her!  There is no excuse! 
 – I am not excusing Marta, no.  I am accusing myself, alright?  I blame myself 
because I should never have let that marriage take place…. 
 – So you’re blaming me too then? 
 – But you said so yourself!  Didn’t you regret it too?  We were too quick to marry her 
off!  Admit that we made a bad choice!  And all that she had to suffer under the tyranny of 
that witch of an aunt, and that dreadful father, before Rocco finally decided to get them a 
place of their own!  This doesn’t excuse her, it’s true, I know; but it seems to me that it might 
render our judgment of her less…severe.  That poor, poor girl… yes, a…. 
 She could not go on.  She hid her face in her handkerchief, shaking with 
uncontrollable sobbing. 
 Leaning on his elbow against the wall, his forehead in his hand, he tapped his foot 
rhythmically on a pile of scrap iron in the hallway, and, his thick brow furrowed, he seemed 
solely intent on this exercise.  Then he said in a somber voice: 
 – Since the fault is ours, let this be our punishment, and let’s pay it all.  Listen!  I will 
go back to the house: it will be, from now on, our prison.  I will not leave it until I die! 
 – He went upstairs to close the balcony window he had left open.  His wife waited for 
him a bit in the dark of the hallway.  Then because he was taking so long she went upstairs 
herself.  She found him alone, his face against the wall, weeping. 
 – Francesco…. 
 – Out!  Out!  Out! 
 – He pushed her ahead of him in a rage.  He closed up the tannery, and they made the 
short trip back to the house in silence.  At the front door, he ordered his wife to go ahead of 
him, adding, threateningly: 
 – Don’t let me see her! 
 A little later, he too went upstairs and locked himself into a room, in the darkness.  He 
threw himself on the bed, fully clothed, his face buried in the pillows, with one hand clinging 
to the head of the bed. 
 He lay that way all night long.  Every so often he pulled himself into a sitting position 
and strained to hear.  The house was silent, but certainly not because anyone was sleeping. 
 The heavy silence of the house only irritated him, deepening the dull, but violent 
turmoil that plagued his soul.  As he sat there, he dug his fingernails into his legs and arms, 
choking with a raging, impotent desire to weep, to cry out.  Then he would fall back again 
onto the bed, and bury his face again in the pillows, which were bathed in tears.  
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 What?  Had he been crying? 
 Little by little, under the nightmarish weight of thoughts that presented themselves 
again and again, in the same form and in the same order, his head began to spin and he 
remained motionless for a long while, almost unconscious, wearily breathing ragged breaths 
in fits and starts.   Then he would wake up confused, aware only of how dry his eyes felt, 
opened wide and unblinking in the darkness of the room. 
 Then the cracks in the shutters began to lighten.  Little by little, tiny threads of humid 
dawn crept farther and farther into the room, shining golden in the darkness: the sun! 
 He lay in bed, his hands clasped behind his neck, staring at the shutters.  The carts had 
already begun passing continuously in the street below, and it was as if they were passing 
through his head.  He saw them as he lay there, idle and barely conscious, still wrapped in the 
warmth of the bed and of the room.  Outside that window, the day… work to be done… the 
workmen, sitting one next to the other on the curb waiting for the doors of the tannery to 
open….  There, the bell is ringing, and they enter, two by two, in groups of three, cheerful or 
withdrawn, bundles of sticks under their arms.  And there’s old Scoma, the one who never 
speaks… his daughter…. 
 And my daughter too!  Mine too!  Worse than his!  At least his didn’t betray any one, 
but was herself betrayed!  And now… misery…. 
 He sprung from the bed, as if to run to Marta and take her by the hair, dragging her 
about the house, beating her until she bled. 
 Two timid little knocks at the door. 
 – Who is it? – he shouted with a start. 
 – It’s me… – sighed the voice behind the door. 
 – Go away!  I don’t want to see anyone! 
 – If you need…. 
 – Go away!  Go away! 
 And he heard the footsteps of his wife as they moved away from the door, slowly and 
softly.  He followed her in his mind as she wandered the house.  But where was she?  What 
was she doing?  Did she dare say a word, or look her mother and sister in the eye?  And what 
could she possibly say?  For shame!  For shame! 
 The thought of her, his curiosity to see her, the need, one might say, to hear her 
weeping and see her trembling on bended knee before his eyes, begging for forgiveness, 
which he would not grant, kept him agitated all day long.  He kept the room dark, and even 
felt horror at the few rays of light coming from the slits in the shutters, which hurt his weary 
eyes every time he passed them as he turned and paced the room. 
 Late in the day he opened the door for his younger daughter.  He opened the door and 
lay down on the bed again. 
 – Close the door immediately!  
 Maria closed the door and set down a mug of broth on the bedside table. 
 – Do you not feel well? 
 – I do not feel anything, – he responded harshly. 
 Maria sat at the foot of the bed, sighing softly, with a napkin in her hands. 
 He raised himself onto an elbow, trying to make out his daughter in the darkness. 
 Maria had never been the favorite.  She had grown up very much in the shadow of 
Marta, one might say, and it almost seemed that she had assigned herself the task of being the 
contrast of her adored older sister in every respect: talents, spirit, looks.  No one had ever 
paid any attention to her, nor did she ever moan about it, won over as even she was by 
Marta’s charms.  She locked her thoughts and feelings deep inside herself, for no one, it 
seemed, ever asked her to reveal them.  And it seemed that neither her father nor her mother 
had realized that she was grown up now, that she had become a woman.  Not beautiful, not 
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graceful, but from her eyes and voice there emanated such goodness, and there was such a 
timid grace in everything she did, that it was impossible for anyone not to be won over.  
 – Maria, – her father called out in a hoarse voice, still in the same position. 
 Maria ran to the bed and suddenly felt herself embraced and held tightly in his arms, 
feeling his head pressed against her chest.  In this position they wept together, wordlessly, 
holding each other more and more tightly, for a long time. 
 – Go, go…. – he said, finally, in anguish.  – I don’t want anything…. I want to be 
alone…. 




 Maria had given up her little bedroom to Marta, the same room that had been Marta’s 
when she was a girl.  Nothing in the room had changed; Maria hadn’t added a thing. 
 There stood the quaint old wardrobe, the rustic pastoral paintings on the panels 
seeming to have improved with age.  And there sat Grandmother’s little work table, its veneer 
all burnt and cracked since the evening long ago when she had dropped the oil lamp on it, 
almost setting fire to her skirts in the process.  And there beside the little brass bed was the 
glass basin for holy water, and underneath it, the palm frond with its pink ribbon, now 
hopelessly faded. 
 Was there holy water in that basin?  Oh, of course there was: Maria was nothing if not 
devout! 
 And over the bed was the ivory crucifix, hung on a concave slab in a black oval 
frame: the same Ecce Homo that she had seen nod his thorn-crowned head in assent, as she 
and Maria had rushed to him, one after the other, to pray for their mother when she had 
suddenly fallen ill. 
 Marta had never been superstitious, but all the same, that image had a permanent 
place in her memory, and it was always accompanied by the strange wonder of knowing that 
her sister too, although some time later, had seen the very same Ecce Homo bow his head in 
assent, a sign that their prayers would be answered. 
 Hallucinations, surely!  But all the same, why couldn’t she bring herself to raise her 
eyes now to look upon that sacred image above the bed? 
 Wasn’t she truly innocent?  Had she perhaps really loved Alvignani?  Ridiculous!  To 
her mind no one could take such a notion seriously.  Her only fault was centered on not 
having known how to stop his letters, which she should have.  Rather, she had tried to stop 
them, but in just the wrong way: by responding to them….  In any case, she did not feel the 
slightest bit of guilt regarding her husband. 
 The only parts of that furtive correspondence that she had read with any interest were 
those referring to a very serious issue concerning the nature of conscience, her own in 
particular.  It was a problem that she had innocently revealed to Alvignani in her responses to 
his early letters, which were indeed overly philosophical despite all of their composed 
sentimentality. 
 All of those fine phrases of love she simply ignored, or else laughed off as 
superfluous and innocuous gallantries.  In a word, what had passed between them was a 
purely sentimental, almost literary discussion, which had lasted around three months.  And 
perhaps, yes, she had enjoyed it to some extent; she was idle, after all, more often than not 
abandoned in solitude by her new husband.  Sculpting the form, choosing her phrases as if for 
a school essay, she was actually quite proud of her performance in that secret intellectual duel 
with a man of Alvignani’s caliber: he was, after all, a famous and admired lawyer, and 
beloved by the townspeople, who were on the point of electing him deputy.  
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 The bursting of her husband into the room while she was reading that last letter, in 
which, for the first time, Alvignani had ventured to refer to her by the informal “tu,” and the 
violent scene that followed had astonished and frightened her all the more since she felt so 
calm and indifferent about it.   “Innocent,” in her words. 
 And couldn’t this have easily happened to any honest woman, so long as she wasn’t 
hideously ugly?  Being stared at by someone with a strange persistence was only troubling if 
you weren’t prepared for it, and a woman aware of her beauty could in fact get pleasure from 
it.  In that moment of annoyance or pleasure, though, no honest woman would think deep in 
her heart that she was committing a sin, even if she temporarily embraced that kindled desire, 
imagining in that fleeting instant another life, another love….  And then the sight of the 
familiar things around her called her back to reality, reminded her of her situation and her 
station, of her duties: and everything ended there….  Mere moments!  Doesn’t each of us feel 
these flashes inside often enough: strange thoughts, glimmers of madness, thoughts that 
follow from nothing, and that we would never confess to anyone, as if they had sprung from a 
different mind than the one that we normally recognize as being our own?  And then as 
quickly as they have come, the flashes disappear, and the dreary shadow or the calm light we 
are used to returns. 
 Without wanting it, without knowing exactly how, Marta found that she had been 
completely enveloped: caught in a web. 
 From the terrifying surprise of seeing Alvignani throw down the first letter from his 
window, and from the torturous uncertainty as to which road she should take to ward off the 
advances that would inevitably follow, she no longer understood how she – honest, the 
honest daughter of honest parents – even she had managed little by little to let it develop as it 
had, without even knowing it!  Ah, how many unwise decisions had that man made even 
before he threw down that first letter!  And how many more after!  Only now was she noting 
them; only now did they offend her.  The shutters of his window, opposite hers, would not 
stay still: up they went, from bottom to top, and then suddenly down, where they remained 
for a while before being jerked back up again.  And then the sudden disappearances from the 
window, and certain signals from the head and hands….  She had been able to laugh, then, 
laugh at that man who, even though already middle-aged and respectable, rendered himself so 
ridiculous in her presence, who seemed so infantile….  But by what desperate means should 
she have tried to make him stop bothering her?  To compromise her father?  Her husband?  
She was exasperated, discouraged; and yet her eyes were nonetheless always drawn there, to 
that window opposite hers, involuntarily, as if something beyond her control drew her gaze 
there, always there….  As a result, she went out often, to eliminate that childish temptation; 
she went, for days at a time, to her father’s house, and there she made Maria play for her, 
play always the same thing, a sad old barcarole. 
 – Well, Marta? 
 And she, sunk deep into the divan, responded in a feeble voice and distant eyes: 
 – I am far away… far away…. 
 Maria had laughed, and her innocent laughter now rang in Marta’s ears.  And the 
memories continued to appear, flash before her in her mind’s eye.  She saw her mother enter 
the room, asking after her husband. 
 – He’s as usual…. – she responded. 
 – Are you happy? 
 – Yes. 
 And she was lying.   Not that she had anything to complain about in terms of his 
conduct.  But there was something there, at the bottom of her heart: a hostility that was not 
clearly defined, but also not new.  It had been there from the first day of their engagement, 
when she, only just sixteen, had been taken out of school, taken away from the studies she 
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had followed with such fervor, and Rocco had been presented to her as her fiancé.  Even 
then, there was the vague feeling of oppression that she always pushed deep inside herself, 
allowing that feeling to be suffocated by the sage advice of her parents, who had seen in the 
Pentàgora boy an excellent match.  What a nice young man!  And so rich!  Oh yes; and she 
had repeated her parents’ sage reflections to her school friends as if they were her own.  The 
truth was that she’d wanted to take her leave of them, just as if overnight she had grown from 
a little girl into an old woman, experienced in and weary of the ways of the world. 
 Here and there the walls of her little room still held some of the dates she had 
scribbled: memories, of course, of old school triumphs, or of naïve festivities among friend or 
family.  And on those walls and on all of those simple, humble objects that were so dear to 
her, it seemed as though time had somehow fallen asleep and forgotten to move forward, that 
everything there inside still held the fragrance of the breath she had breathed on it as a child.  
And in this way, Marta began to sift through her past, taking stock of the life she had lived as 
a child.  
 How many times had she stood here like this with her eyes intent and her spirit 
wandering, listening to those first drops of rain pattering on the windowpane?  How many 
times had she seen that pale, sad light in that same narrow room and savored the sweet 
sensation of the coming cold weather, the end of the cloudy autumn, the shivers that one gets 
on winter nights, just before dawn? 
 Maria stared at her sister, amazed at her calm, and almost couldn’t believe her eyes.  
She was hurt by Marta’s seeming acceptance of this disgrace, as though the storm was not 
passing over her head right at that very moment.  “And yet she cannot ignore the state that 
Father has been reduced to on her account!” thought Maria.  She almost wept at the pain of 
not seeing Marta behave as she had wanted her to behave: humbled, remorseful, overcome by 
her grief, inconsolable, just as she had been in those first days after her return home. 
 In fact, Marta had stopped crying altogether.  After having confessed everything to 
her mother – everything, down to the tiniest of details, down to the most intimate and secret 
of sentiments – she had hoped that her father at least would treat her justly, if her husband 
would not, and that he would abandon his resolution never to leave the house again.  For her, 
her father’s open condemnation was a message to the whole village, and constituted a far 
more serious reproof than the one her husband had wished to inflict with so little reason when 
he had thrown her out of their conjugal home. 
 In this way he, her own father, confirmed her husband’s accusations and slandered her 
irrevocably.  Could he not see that this was what he was doing?  
 Marta had asked her mother anxiously if she had relayed her confession to her father, 
and her mother confirmed that yes, she had. 
 And?  Still so obstinate? 
 From that moment forward, she had not shed another tear.  She had felt the shift 
inside her, as that restrained rage had hardened into a cold disdain, into that indifferent mask, 
sneering at the suffering of her mother and sister, who, rather than condemn Marta’s father 
for his blind, bullheaded sense of justice, showed him nothing but pity, mainly for the ill that 
this would certainly do to his health, as if it had been her fault. 
 And then Marta would deliberately ask Maria for news of some friend or other of 
their mother’s who used to come visit; and, when Maria would answer with obvious 
embarrassment, would exclaim with a strange little smile: 
 – Of course, everyone knows that no one will want to visit our house any more…. 
 And so everything was just going to end this way?  Was she to remain imprisoned in 
that stifling little room, in that darkness, in mourning, as if the world had ended?  
 The rest of the family had removed themselves to the rooms farthest away from those 
in which Francesco Ajala had imprisoned himself.  No voices, no noises at all reached his 
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ears as he sat in the armchair at the foot of the bed staring at the stripe of light that shone 
under the darkened door.  He sat there listening for the apprehensive shuffling of feet, barely 
audible on the other side of the partition of the next room, and every time someone slipped 
past on tiptoe he guessed at who it might be.  Surely not her: it was Agata… it was Maria… it 
was the maid….  
 – And the tannery? – his wife reminded him one day.  –Do you really want us to lose 
everything this way? 
 – Everything!  Everything! – he responded. – We will die of hunger. 
 – And Maria?  Isn’t she your daughter too?  Why should poor Maria be punished? 
 – And what about me? – screamed Ajala, raising himself up darkly before his wife.  
You talk of punishment?  Why should I be punished?  You’re the one who wanted this! 
 He regained his composure, sat back down; then he went on in a hollow voice: 
 – Bring your nephew Paolo Sistri to me.  I will entrust him with the direction of the 
tannery.  There’s no sense in being proud, not now.  He wanted to marry her once?  He can 
have her!  Now everyone can have her. 
 – Oh, Francesco! 
 – Enough!  Send for Paolo.  Leave me alone! 
 It was from this same Paolo Sistri – the son of one of Signora Agata’s sisters, now 
deceased – that the three women had received word of Rocco Pentàgora’s recent escapades. It 
seemed that he had gone out with Professor Blandino and Madden the day after the scandal 
broke, looking for Alvignani.   When they found him in Palermo, Gregorio Alvignani had not 
initially wanted to accept the challenge; he had in fact managed to persuade Blandino to 
lobby Pentàgora to take it back.  But then the young man attacked him publically in an 
attempt to force him into a fight.  The duel had taken place, and had gone poorly for Rocco, 
who had received a long gash down his left cheek.  Three days later, he had returned home in 
the company of a prostitute, whom he had brought into his house and forced to wear Marta’s 
clothes, and, much to the outrage of the whole town, proceeded to make a spectacle of 
himself, taking her on walks and for drives in his carriage dressed that way. 
 After that news, how could her father not recognize how unworthy and vile his 
daughter’s husband was?  Was he not, even then, ashamed to be submitted to that man’s 
disreputable condemnation of his daughter, of his family?  
 Marta shook with contempt and with rage, but got into the habit of taking great pains 
to contain herself in front of her mother and her sister, who began to look more dejected and 
beaten down every day. 
 – But why are you crying, Maria? – she asked disdainfully one morning as her sister 
entered her room with eyes red from weeping. 
 – Daddy… you know why!  – responded Maria with difficulty. 
 – Eh, – sighed Marta.  –What can we do about it?  Maybe he’s resting.  He’s not 
hurting anybody…. 
 She was standing there without her bodice in front of the mirror.  As she drew the 
tortoiseshell combs from her dark, fragrant hair, it cascaded down her shoulders and over her 
bare arms.  She threw her head back and shook out that beautiful, heavy mane; then she sat 
down, and her perfectly formed shoulder, white as polished ivory, appeared from among 
those tresses as they parted between her breast and her back.  And on that shoulder, there was 
a small, violet mole that had colored slowly over the years; it shone like a single star on her 
shoulder blade, where Maria had first discovered it when they were only children and still 
shared a bed. 






 Paolo Sistri was very tall and haggard with disproportionately long legs, a face 
perpetually drained of color and dotted with freckles, and tufts of red fur on his throat and 
chin.  And now he came every evening to submit his report of the daily goings-on at the 
tannery for his Uncle Ajala’s approval. 
 After about a half an hour, he would exit the room of the shut-in, dejected and 
confused, and with a tilt of his head, would respond in the same way every evening to his 
aunt Agata and to Maria, who anxiously awaited him: 
 – He says that everything’s fine. 
 But it seemed that he was neither convinced nor satisfied by his uncle’s endorsement, 
as if he secretly suspected that his uncle were praising him in jest.  Flopping onto the nearest 
chair he would take the deepest breath he could manage and then release it slowly through his 
nostrils, shaking his head in resignation. 
 Now that he was a businessman, or at least dressed as one, he had renounced his 
romantic ambitions towards Marta.  In those first days, he was very awkward in her presence; 
then, slowly but surely, he began to regain his composure.  When speaking, however, he 
addressed himself either to Maria or to Aunt Agata.  In a confused tangle of words, he would 
tell of all of the little ups and downs of the day, falling back into his chair at the end of each 
line and rolling his eyes back and forth as he sweated and swallowed.  Every dense, 
circuitous sentence that came out of his mouth was either left hanging pregnant in the air, or 
it vanished, fading into an exclamation.  If, however, one of these was unlucky enough to be 
brought to its natural end, he repeated it three or four times before putting himself to the task 
of spinning another. 
 His aunt demonstrated that she was listening attentively by nodding in agreement at 
nearly every word, and often when he was finished, knowing that, in any case, he had no one 
to go home to, invited him to stay for dinner. 
 Paolo almost always accepted.  But they were cheerless, these silent suppers, 
interrupted only when they sent food to the room of the shut-in, and they were chilled by 
Maria’s expression as she returned all the more troubled, weighed down with sadness. 
 Marta took note of everything with a strange expression in her eyes, at times almost 
derisive, at other times merely disdainful.  Wasn’t their obvious misery a reproach to her and 
an assumption of her guilt?  She often stood up and left the table without a word. 
 – Marta! 
 She would not respond, locking herself in her little room.  Then Maria would stand at 
the door and beg her to open it, to return to the dinner table.  Marta listened with a mix of 
pain and pleasure to the entreaties of her sister, and she didn’t open the door, nor did she 
respond: then as soon as Maria went away, tired of her appeals falling on deaf ears, Marta 
would grow angry with herself for not having given in, and would burst into tears.  But 
quickly her remorse would be transformed into hatred for her husband.  Ah, at that moment, 
with that rage in her heart, if only she had been able to get her hands on him!  And she would 
wring her hands, weeping, raving.  And to think that in the meantime his child was growing 
in her womb….  She would be a mother, and so soon!  Her situation horrified her; she argued 
with herself until she fell into convulsions, and these violent attacks left her exhausted. 
 Sometimes Paolo Sistri would stay for a little while after dinner, to keep them 
company.  After the table had been cleared, a little bit of family life flickered timidly there 
under the lamp.  But then that voice would issue sadly from those lips, as if frightened of the 
silence imposed upon that unfortunate house.  Every so often Maria would slip away on 
tiptoe to listen at her father’s door.  
 – He’s sleeping, – she responded to her mother’s anxious looks as she returned and 
sat down again. 
 
 205 
 And her mother closed her eyes on her grief, sighing and putting herself back to the 
chore of making clothes for the grandchild that was on the way. 
 And they would have to work quickly; no one up to that point had thought about 
preparing at all for that poor, innocent child, who would be born into such difficult 
circumstances.  From far away, a friend from many years past, one with whom Signora Agata 
had broken off relations at her husband’s orders, had been thinking of the baby, however…. 
 Her name was Anna Veronica, this friend.  When Signora Agata had met her for the 
first time, she lived with her mother, who proudly provided for her by teaching primary 
school.  At that time, there were many young men courting her, hoping to take advantage of 
her passionate nature.  But although Anna was truly consuming herself from the inside out 
waiting for a man upon whom she could bestow her ardent and devoted love, she had always 
known how to defend herself from such men.  A bunch of flowers, the exchange of a few 
little letters, speeches and dreams, maybe even a few furtive kisses…and that was all.   
 And then a little while after the death of her mother, she fell into the trap: she was 
vilely taken advantage of by the brother of one of her wealthier female friends, in the very 
house she customarily visited as a respite after the long hours of school.  She had always 
been happily admitted there because of her willingness to help with the needlework, and 
because she always managed to lighten her hosts’ spirits with her quick and ready wit, and 
indeed she often stayed for dinner, and sometimes even stayed the night.    
 That first fall from grace had been kept carefully hidden with prudent self-interest by 
the parents of the young man, such that no definite information of any kind had been leaked 
out into the community.  Anna had secretly wept for the lost flower of her youth, for her 
shattered future, and had for some time hoped that the young man would repent.  Many of her 
girlfriends, either because they were unaware of her situation or simply kind, had remained 
friends with her, and Agata Ajala, who was at that time newly married, was among these. 
 After a few years, however, Anna Veronica had the misfortune of falling in with 
another young man: sickly and sad, he had come to live just around the corner from her in 
three modest, drafty rooms, with a terrace full of flowers.  He had asked for her hand, but 
Anna, in her honesty, had wanted to confess everything to him.  Once she had done so, 
however, she had not known how, or perhaps had not been able, to deny him that same proof 
of love she had already conceded to the other.  This time, after she had been forsaken and 
abandoned, a scandal had sprung up immediately; for this time Anna was pregnant by her 
sentimental seducer, who had quickly fled town.  The baby, luckily, died not long after birth.  
Anna, relieved of her teaching position, had managed to obtain a meager charity pension, by 
virtue of which she had been able to survive in that state of solitude and shame to which her 
sad suitor had relegated her.  And then she had turned to God, and sought His forgiveness. 
 Signora Agata often saw Anna Veronica in church, but she pretended not to notice 
her.  Anna understood, and did not wish her ill: she kept her eyes raised high, and in those 
eyes and on those lips her prayers were still more fervent, prayers nourished by that time with 
a love that encompassed everyone, her friends as well as her enemies, as if it fell to her to 
show them all by example what forgiveness means.   
 When news of Marta’s fall from grace became public, Anna Veronica began to see 
Signora Agata in another light, those Sundays, at mass.  She knew that Marta was pregnant, 
and one day, as she exited the church, she humbly drew close to her friend, who was still 
praying, and hastily deposited a package in her lap, saying to her only, 
 – For Marta. 
 Signora Agata had wanted to call her back, but Anna had barely managed a wave of 
her hand and had run off.  In the package, she found some crocheted lace, three embroidered 
bibs, and two bonnets.  She was moved to tears. 
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 Of Agata’s many friends, not a single one had stood by her after the scandal had 
broken.  But before her very eyes, in their place, this old friendship was almost furtively 
renewing itself.  Indeed, the very next Sunday, she saw Anna Veronica again in church, and 
sat right next to her.  After mass they had spoken at length, and wept together as they 
recounted stories and shared memories of their old friendship, and of the happy and sad times 
they had endured.  
 And now that Francesco Ajala was always locked away, couldn’t Anna Veronica 
come without his knowing to keep her friend company, to help her with her sewing, just as 
she had done so long ago? 
 Of course she could!  And soon there she was, crossing the room adjoining the shut-
in’s on tiptoe; she freed herself of her long, black, prayer shawl, and smiling at Marta and 
Maria with two different smiles, whispered: 
 – Here I am, children.  Now what needs to be done? 
 In the evening, Marta helped her mother and her mother’s friend in that labor of love, 
and often, looking at the strips of cloth, the little shirts and infant camisoles and baby caps 
there in the basket, her eyes would darken and fill with silent tears. 
 Meanwhile Paolo, speaking in a low voice, was trying to make Maria understand the 
machines in the tannery: the millstone that crushed the myrtle and sumac bark, the trestles for 
hanging up the hides, the mortar….  Or he would relay the latest goings-on of the village.  
Everything was in mess as a result of the upcoming political elections.  Gregorio Alvignani 
had put his name up as a candidate.  The Pentàgoras were spending boatloads of money 
fighting him.  Manifestoes, canvassers, meetings, pamphlets…. For his part, Paolo did not 
know which side to support, how to position himself.  Not being on the Pentàgoras’ side, he 
didn’t want to demonstrate support for the opponents of Alvignani, the latter whom he would 
never have voted for.  Given the authority vested in him at the tannery, which employed more 
than sixty workers, it didn’t seem like good form to ignore the election altogether…. 
 Poor Maria pretended to listen in order not to hurt his feelings, and her torture often 
lasted hours. 
 – Do you want to bet? – Marta said smiling one evening before going to bed, – I’d be 
willing to bet that Paolo is in love with you. 
 Marta! – exclaimed Maria, blushing to the whites of her eyes.  – How can you say 
such things? 
 Marta burst into a shrill laugh: 
 – What did you expect?  Or haven’t you heard?  I’m a fallen woman! 
 – Oh Marta, my dear, dear Marta, please…! – moaned Maria, burying her face in her 
hands. 
 Marta seized her sister by the arm, and shaking her violently, she shouted, lit up with 
a sudden rage, 
 – Are you all trying to drive me crazy with this tragedy that you are constantly acting 
out around me?  Is everyone in on it?  Do you want me to leave?  Out with it!  I’ll go! I can 
leave tonight, right now…. Let me go, let me…. 
 She threw herself towards to door, Maria trying to hold her back.  Their mother 
rushed in. 
 – Be quiet, Marta, for goodness’ sake!  Hush…. Are you crazy?  Where do you think 
you’re going? 
  – Down there!  To the streets, to shout for justice!  Crazy…yes, maybe it is! 
 – Don’t shout like that…. Your father will hear you! 
 – All the better!  He should hear me!  Why is he staying locked up in there?  It’s not 
for nothing that he’s locked himself up in the dark; like that, like a blind man, he condemns 
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me….  I don’t want this, I don’t want to stay here with you anymore….  Without me here 
you’ll be content and happy…. 
 And with that, the weeping suddenly overcame her; she writhed violently until deep 





 Her head thrown back onto the headrest, and her beautiful, delicate hands resting on 
its arms, Marta would sit now for hours on end in the oversized armchair.  Her body was 
overcome with a lethargy that she could not seem to shake.  She would contemplate some 
piece of furniture or other in the room; it seemed to her that only now were the meanings of 
individual objects becoming strangely clear, and as she examined them, she was almost able 
to understand their existence independent of the relationship between her and them.  Then her 
eyes would come to rest once again on her mother, on Maria, on Anna Veronica, who were 
working in silence there in front of her.  Her eyelids would drop, and she would let out a 
long, weary sigh. 
 And so passed these days of sad, slow waiting. 
 Finally, one morning, a little bit before noon, her labor pains were suddenly upon her. 
 She was freezing cold, her forehead damp with sweat, as she paced the room agitated, 
finding that she could no longer stave off the sharp pangs of childbirth.  Meanwhile she 
looked on in terror as the old midwife and another woman, who had come to help, prepared 
the bed.  She shuddered with irritation at each and every calm, sensible piece of advice they 
gave her. 
 A young doctor – tall, pale, fair-haired – had been called in by the midwife, who was 
very worried about the state of her patient; he was now in the next room, quietly unpacking 
bandages, compresses, rubber tubing, receptacles for liquids, and a number of other strange-
looking instruments, laying them out with tremendous care on a side table.  And every time 
he selected a new object, he placed it in a precise, deliberate manner on the table before him 
with an air of satisfaction, as if he were saying to himself as he lay down each one, “Ah, 
that’s done.”  Every now and again his ears would perk up as the woman in labor in the 
adjoining room would wail terribly, and he would smile to himself. 
 – Mamma, I’m dying!” – moaned , rolling her head from side to side. – Mamma, I’m 
dying!  Oh, Mamma!  Oh, Mamma! – and she clung tightly to her mother’s arm. 
 Signora Agata, for her part, encouraged her daughter as she looked on with infinite 
pity through the tears coursing down her own face; she was torn apart by her daughter’s 
groans, sometimes low and dull, sometimes piercing, and by her continual wailing.  The two 
women stayed together in a tiny corner of the room, as if doing so might help Marta suffer 
just a little less. 
 Maria had withdrawn with Anna Veronica to a room on the other side of the house, 
close to their father’s, and in a low voice Anna tried to soothe the girl’s anxiety and 
impatience. 
 – When the little one comes down this hall to knock with his little hand on that door, 
calling Grandpa!  Grandpa! with the smell of milk in his little voice, ah, then tell me he 
won’t open up!  He’ll open that door….  And then, my child, I will no longer be able to come 
visit you anymore, that’s true, but by then it won’t matter!  I pray every night to my Jesus that 
he grant you this favor.   
 All of a sudden Marta burst into the room with arms raised, stumbling and shouting, 
frantic with pain and fear.  She was half-dressed and disheveled, and followed by her mother 
and the other two women.  Maria and Anna Veronica stood up, and they too began to follow 
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her, frightened.  Marta pounded on her father’s door and, beating it with both her head and 
her hands, she called to him, imploring, 
 – Daddy!  Open up, Daddy!  Don’t let me die like this!  Open the door!  I’m dying!  
Forgive me! 
 The women, crying, shouting, were trying to tear her away.  The doctor took her by 
the arm. 
 – This is madness, Signora!  Come, come: your father will join us later.  You must do 
as we say now…. 
 The women surrounded her and half dragged, half carried her back into the room 
where she was to give birth.   
 Here they were finally able to lay her down, and she collapsed onto the pillows, 
exhausted. 
 Not long after, Maria, who had snuck back to eavesdrop at her father’s door, entered 
her sister’s room with a frightened look, her whole body trembling, and called her mother.  
She brought her to the door of the shut-in, and after listening carefully, said to her, 
 – Do you hear?  Do you hear?  Mamma, do you hear? 
  From his room, through the door there came a low, dull, continuous sound, like the 
growling of an angry dog. 
 – Francesco! – cried Signora Ajala loudly. 
 – Daddy! – cried Maria, on the verge of tears. 
 There was no response.  The mother grasped the doorknob with a tremulous hand and 
pushed and shook it.  All in vain.  She waited.  The wheezing continued, growing in pitch and 
volume into what sounded like a snarl. 
 – Francesco! – she called out again. 
 – Mamma!  Oh Mamma! – cried Maria with foreboding, wringing her hands. 
 Signora Ajala threw herself against the locked door with her shoulder; a second time; 
on the third attempt the door gave way. 
 In the dark of the room lay Francesco Ajala, face-down on the floor with one arm 
extended, the other twisted under his chest. 
 The sharp screams of Maria and her mother were answered by a long, wild howl from 
the room of the birthing woman.  Anna Veronica came running, the doctor trailing behind 
her; they threw open the shutters, and lay the inert, stricken body of Francesco Ajala, on his 
bed with useless caution, almost into a sitting position, propped up on pillows. 
 – Stop screaming, for heaven’s sake, stop screaming! – pleaded the doctor – Or we 
may lose both of them! 
 – Lose?  He’s lost? – screamed Signora Ajala. 
 The doctor made a frantic gesture, and before running back to the room of the birthing 
mother, he ordered the servant girl to go immediately for another doctor at the nearest 
pharmacy. 
 Maria, weeping, was wiping away the blood that trickled from a small cut on her 
father’s forehead with a handkerchief.  Oh, if only this had been his only injury!  Still, she put 
all of her attention, all of her love and effort into stopping those few little droplets of blood, 
as if her father’s life depended upon this and this alone.  Her mother seemed to have lost her 
mind: she insisted that her husband speak to her, and she embraced him and squeezed his icy, 
lifeless hands.  Francesco Ajala, his face ashen, continued to make a dull rattling sound, his 
mouth wide open and his eyes closed. 
 Another doctor – a bald little man with a lazy eye – rushed in. 
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 – Let me through!  What’s the matter?  Let me see…. Ah! – he said with a high, nasal 
voice that betrayed severe nasal congestion, striking his hips with his fists.52  – Poor Signor 
Francesco!  We need ice….  Someone go to the pharmacy across the street, quickly, and also 
ask for a mustard plaster, and a bladder….  Who will go?  Who can run?  Move away from 
the bed….  Air!  Air!  Oh, poor Signor Francesco…. 
 Through the closed doors, there came a prolonged cry that seemed to express a sort of 
maniacal rage.  The doctor suddenly turned, and for a moment everyone was tense and 
distracted. 
 – My poor daughter! – Signora Agata finally managed to moan, breaking into sobs. 
 The other women began to weep and wail in unison.  The doctor looked around lost, 
confused, stunned, and scratched his temple with his finger; then he sat and clasped his hands 
in front of him, and began twiddling his thumbs. 
 A single tear trailed slowly down the face of the dying man, stopping only when it 
reached his thick grey moustache. 
 Every remedy was in vain. 
 His agony lasted until that evening.  That perpetual, monotone rattle was the only 
evidence that any life at all persisted in that gigantic body, folded in half such that it sat 
almost upright on the bed. 
 It was only much later that Signora Agata thought of Marta, and returned to her room.  
As she opened the door she was struck with the twin odors of ammonia and vinegar.  Had the 
birth, then, already taken place? 
 Marta was lying pale and immobile on the pillows, and seemed drained of vital force.   
The assistant was bent over the recovering woman applying a compress, and the doctor, who 
was very pale in his shirtsleeves, was throwing bloodstained cotton swabs into a basin on the 
floor. 
 – In there, – he said to the mother, nodding towards the door of the adjacent room. 
 Signora Agata silently beheld her daughter for a moment. 
 – Dead…. – whispered Marta as if only to herself, with a voice so empty of 
expression that it almost seemed to come directly from her lips, without thought. 
 Signora Agata entered the next room emotionlessly, like an automaton.  There the 
midwife showed her a barely formed, monstrous little creature, wrapped in gauze.  It was 
black and blue, and smelled of musk. 
 – Dead…. 
 From the street below rose the shrill sound of a bell ringing, and a nasal, almost 
childish chorus of women in a hurried procession: 
 
  Today and forever be praised 
  Our blessed God…. 
 
 – The Viaticum! – cried the old midwife, dropping to her knees in the middle of the 
room, the dead child in her arms. 
 Signora Agata left the room in a hurry and ran into the entryway.  The priest in his 
robes was already entering, pyx in hand, and a man trailing behind him, his eyes wild with 
fear, was closing the baldacchino, the symbolic protection of the white umbrella no longer 
necessary.  The sexton, carrying the small tabernacle that had housed the sacrament, followed 
the priest into the dying man’s room.  The women and children who accompanied the 
Viaticum knelt in the little antechamber, whispering among themselves. 
                                                 
52 …percotendosi le anche (archaic).  Although no longer in use, slapping or hitting one’s hips or thighs 
indicated grief or profound sadness.  
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 Francesco Ajala did not hear, did not understand any of this.  He received extreme 
unction, and in the presence of the priest, he breathed his last. 
 As soon as they reached the street, the strident ringing of the bell and the rosary of the 
women was drowned out by the resounding cries and applause of a crowd of rowdy men, 
who, a flag waving ahead of them, were celebrating the announcement that Gregorio 




After the birth, Marta hung between life and death for around three months. 
 “Divine providence, that illness,” Anna Veronica would say.  Yes, because otherwise 
those two poor, superstitious ladies – the widow and the orphan – would undoubtedly have 
gone mad.  Eventually, however, as they struggled desperately against Marta’s seemingly 
indomitable illness, their lips, which had seemed as if they would never curl into smiles 
again, did so a mere two months after that disturbing, almost violent death of the master of 
the house, at the first signs of Marta’s recovery. 
 Undaunted even after so many nights sitting up with the patient, Anna Veronica 
began bringing her little perfumed pictures of saints each morning, bordered with quilted 
cardboard dotted with gold, and with golden halos.   
 – Here, – she would say – now put these in an envelope under your pillow.  They will 
heal you.  They are blessed. 
 And she proceeded to show her images of the two patron saints of the village, Saint 
Cosimo and Saint Damiano, with their robes down to their feet, crowns on their heads, and 
martyr’s palms in their hands.  These were two true miracle workers, and their saint’s day 
would be celebrated soon; indeed, Anna Veronica had promised them an offering if they 
would heal Marta. 
 – These two, – she added, – can do more for you than that bald old doctor, with his 
one eye on Christ and the other on Saint John…. 
 She then did an impression of the doctor, with his perennially high, nasal voice: – “I 
suffer from lithiasis, Signora!” – “And what might that be?” – “Gall stones, Signora, gall 
stones!” 
 Marta would smile palely from her sickbed, following Anna Veronica’s performance 
with her eyes, and even Maria and her mother would smile. 
 In the evening, before she went home, Anna would recite the rosary in Marta’s room, 
along with Agata and Maria. 
 The sick woman would listen to the murmur of their prayers in that dimly lit room, a 
single lamp with a green shade its only source of light.  She would watch the three kneeling 
women, bent over their chairs, and when they came to the litany, she would often join them 
in responding to Anna Veronica’s invocation: 
 – Ora pro nobis. 
 As evening fell, however, that sweet feeling of serenity, of the renewal and lightness 
that usually accompanies convalescence would slip away from her.  To her eyes, the light 
given off by that lamp with the green shade was too little, far too little to combat the shadows 
that invaded the house.  And she felt a gloomy anguish, a dark anxiety, a profound emptiness 
and confusion creeping in from the other rooms in the house, through which her thoughts 
would wander uneasily if she let them stray for even a moment.  Then she would suddenly 
draw them back to her by fixing her gaze on the lamp, feeling its familial comfort.  Out there 
in the shadows, in the darkness of those other rooms, her father had disappeared.  Out there, 
now, he no longer existed.  There was no one out there, not any more….  The shadows.  The 
darkness.  It is true, of course, that he had been a nightmare for her.  But at what cost had she 
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now been freed from that nightmare?  The gloomy anguish, the dark anxiety, the profound 
emptiness and confusion…didn’t these all, in fact, come from thinking of him? 
 – Ora pro nobis. 
 She often fell asleep with a prayer on her lips.  Her mother often lay beside her in the 
same bed, but she too struggled to fall asleep every night, not only because of the agonizing 
and very present memory of her husband, but also because of her assiduous worry about her 
nephew, Paolo Sistri, upon whom the entire existence of the family now depended. 
 After this most recent disaster, Paolo no longer stopped by the house at his usual time 
every evening.  His aunt even had to send for him two or three times in order to get news of 
the tannery.  And when he finally broke down and came, he seemed more dejected and 
bewildered than before. 
 Once he even turned up with his head bandaged. 
 – Oh Dio, Paolo, what’s happened to you? 
 Nothing.  In one of the rooms of the tannery, in the dark, someone (perhaps 
deliberately!) had forgotten to close the…. What do you call it?  Yes… the… the… trapdoor, 
that’s right, and as he was passing by, wham!  down he went.  He had tumbled down the… 
the what-do-you-call-it-made-of-wood… the floodgate ladder, right!  It was a miracle he had 
even survived.  But all was well – better than well! – at the tannery.  Maybe, though… let’s 
see… maybe it would be better if we tried a certain French tanning method… that way of 
tanning where you… right, yes!  You pulverize the… what do you call it? ...the cork, beech 
and oak bark…. With our method, on the other hand, when the oak is poured into the myrtle 
water….   
 – For goodness sake, Paolo! – his aunt interrupted him, her hands together as if in 
prayer. – Let’s not try anything new!  Everything was going so well at the tannery doing 
things our way when my poor husband was looking after it, may he rest in peace…. 
 – Good God, what does that have to do with anything? – Paolo retorted arrogantly, 
now that his uncle was no longer around.  – This is another process entirely!  Because… do 
you see how it is?  You take… no, do you take that before?  Boiling water.  Oh yes, and now 
you take distilled water…wait!  With the pulverized oak bark, instead…. 
 And he went on like this for a little while, digging himself deeper into a hole, starting 
over again from the beginning, all in an attempt to make sure his aunt understood that 
important and complicated French tanning method. 
 – Have I made myself clear? 
 – No, my dear.  But maybe it’s just me.  Please, please just be careful! 
 – Just leave it to me. 
 And really you couldn’t blame him.  Night and day, he was always in the thick of it.  
By day, he was either in the lime pits overseeing the mixing of the different tanning liquids, 
or at the tanks, or the baths, then at the racks for the skinning and scraping of the hides, and 
so it went, on and on.  By night, there he was going over the books, making sure the numbers 
added up.  At four in the morning, he would hear the roosters crow….  What did she know, 
his aunt?  The roosters, word of honor, at four….  And there he was, still on his feet!  The ink 
in the inkwell didn’t spare any of his ten fingers, and had even left smudges as high as his 
nose and forehead. 
 – If only she were here to see it! – he would huff as he sat in his shirt sleeves, his head 
thrown back on the headrest of the oversized chair, staring up as though the figures of his 
ledger were traced in the spider webs on the ceiling.  And then to distract himself he would 
blow smoke at them, which he took in great mouthfuls from his pipe: – fffff. 
 Meanwhile, out on the street and in the huge building, everything was silent as a 
tomb.  On the bare, yellowed walls the candle flickered its tremulous light each time Paolo 
puffed.  His enormous shadow stretched out distorted and monstrous on the office floor. 
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 – Puah!  Right in a creditor’s face!  – And he would shout the man’s name as he spat 
on the wall.  A spider passed before his eyes, silently, cautiously, as if frightened of the light, 
tottering lightly on its eight spindly legs.  Paolo was as horrified by these little creatures as 
women often are of mice.  He would quickly jump to his feet, raise a slipper, and paff! – he 
would crush the spider beneath his sole.  Then, his face twisted in disgust, he would hesitate 
awhile, gaping at his victim plastered against the wall. 
 After the death of his uncle, he had pitched his tent definitively at the tannery, 
throwing everything he had into the work.  He ate there, and he slept there; and he never 
permitted anyone so much as to enter his moldy little room.  He took care of his own meals, 
made his own bed: all him.  But things never went right!  Was he looking for his knife and 
fork?  The meat would burn on the fire.  Did he want something to drink?  He found drops of 
grease floating in his wine. Who had poured oil into his glass? 
 – Puah!  Damn it…. 
 And he’d sit there, tongue hanging out, his face twisted in disgust. 
 But all this was nothing.  What really got to him was his battle with the cloud of 
crows that had descended upon the tannery since his uncle had died!  He defended the 
interests of his poor, widowed aunt with ferocious zeal; the courtyard of the tannery 
resounded with his violent arguments.  But in the end, he was always forced to give in, and to 
pay, and to pay.  They sold less and less each day, and each day, the debts and claims 
increased.  The leather merchants cancelled their contracts, or they took back their hides and 
sent them elsewhere.  His aunt, ignorant of all this, asked him for the same amount of money 
as she had been used to receiving before, as if business were going as well as ever.  And he – 
who didn’t have the courage to admit the miserable state of things – tried everything he could 
so that every month he could at least come up with the money for her. 
 Marta eventually was able to get out of bed, and, supported by her mother and Maria, 
was already taking her first steps, from the armchair to the foot of the bed, and even all the 
way to the mirror on the wardrobe. 
 – Look at me!  Good Lord, I’m a mess! 
 She removed her arm from Maria’s shoulder and with a pale, trembling hand she 
delicately swept aside the hair that had fallen across her forehead, and as she looked into her 
own eyes, she smiled with a sort of bewildered compassion for her poor lips, burned as they 
were by the intense heat of her fever.  Then she went to sit in the leather armchair by the 
window.  Anna Veronica came and, in her unassuming, sweet way, told Marta about the May 
vespers in honor of the Virgin:  – The cool church, smelling of roses, then the blessing, and at 
the end of the service, the sacred songs, sung with organ accompaniment.  The last rays of 
golden sunlight as they entered the church through the high, wide windows, open at the top, 
and even a little swallow that had entered and fluttered about, lost, while outside the others 
chirped and chased after each other like women who had drunk too much wine. 
 Marta listened, her mind wandering, disconnected her senses. 
 – We’ll take you there… we’ll go all four of us, together, before the end of the month.  
Oh, you’ll be well enough, don’t worry! 
 But she said that no, that wouldn’t be possible. 
 – Yes, the church is just around the corner, but if I can barely stand…. 
 The third Sunday in May, after Mass was over, Anna rushed in, exultant, from the 
church. 
 – For you, for you, Marta!  They’ve brought her out just for you! 
 – What? – asked Marta, looking up from the armchair, almost dismayed. 
 – The Madonna!  The Madonna!  For you!  Do you hear?  The Daughters of Mary are 




 Every Sunday in May, after the sermon and the benediction, the devout of the church 
would carry a little wax Madonna out into the neighborhood, housed in a bell-shaped case of 
crystal. 
 – What?  How can that be?  – said Marta, entirely bewildered as she heard the chorus 
and the roll of the drum grow ever louder. 
 – Every Sunday, I took a number for you.  Today my heart told me: today Marta’s 
number will come up!  And that’s just what happened.  I let out a shout of joy right there in 
the church, so loud that everyone turned around.  And here is the Madonna, coming to see 
you….  Here she is, here she is, Vergine santa! 
 A delegation of girls entered the room, each with a little medal hanging from a blue 
ribbon around her neck.  Then the sacristan of the church entered carrying the wax Madonna 
in its glass case, which in his large, rough, blackened hands seemed all the more fragile.   On 
the stairs, the drum rolled noisily. 
 Those girls were all used to smiling in precisely the same way, accustomed to seeing 
and hearing the expressions of joy with which the devout received the little Madonna.  Seeing 
now that Marta remained seated, pale, stunned by all the commotion, which was too much for 
her weakened constitution, at first they remained a little disconcerted, then they gathered 
around her and began to chatter, each one repeating the words of the others: – Now surely 
you will be healed….  The Madonna…. The visit of the Madonna…. No more doctors….  
You can throw your medicine away….  
 The roll of the drum had meanwhile ceased.  Signora Ajala had given the drummer 
and the sexton some small change, and shortly thereafter, everyone had left. 
 Marta could not get enough of the little Madonna as it sat there on her knees, and she 
steadied the glass bell jar with her waxen fingers. 
 – How beautiful!  How beautiful she is!  Oh Maria! 
 And before the month was through, Marta was indeed able to carry herself to church 




“Merciful Jesus, I wish to reconcile myself with You, confessing to Your minister all of the 
sins with which I have offended You.  Great must my misery be if I have been able to forget 
You so easily.  I am ungrateful, and I do not know how to live without offending You, my 
Father and my most beloved Savior.  And now that I have borne witness to my own guilt, I 
hold myself accountable; I repent, and I beg for Your mercy.  Weep, my heart, for you have 
offended God, Who has suffered so much for your sins.  Oh Lord, receive this, my 
confession; accept and acknowledge with Your grace my act of contrition and the resolution 
of my heart, as I say these words with Saint Catherine of Genoa, – My love, let there be no 
more world, no more sinning; only love, only faithfulness and obedience to His holy 
commandments –.  In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.” 
 Having made the sign of the cross and closed her prayer book, Marta directed an 
anguished glance at the confessional, before which, but on the other side of the confessional, 
there knelt an old, penitent woman who had been there when Marta arrived before.  On 
Marta’s side of the confessional the wood was all pockmarked and yellowed and worn 
smooth.  It held the vague imprint of legions of sinful foreheads.  Marta noted this with 
disgust, and she pulled the hood of her long, black shawl even tighter around her, until it 
almost hid her face.  She was very pale, and trembling as she waited for her confession to be 
heard. 
 The church, all but deserted now, held a mysterious, absorbing silence that hung in 
the harsh stillness of the incense-permeated chill.  Penitents could feel the weight of the 
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solemn emptiness of that holy space, as it hung almost palpably from the enormous pilasters 
and wide arches, pressing down on their souls in the semi-darkness.  The whole central nave 
was occupied by two wings of caned chairs, organized into long rows on a dusty floor that 
periodically sprouted into worn-down, ancient tombstones.   
 It was on one of these stones that Marta remained, kneeling as she waited for the 
elderly woman to cede her place at the confessional. 
 Oh, but how many sins that old woman seemed to have!  Were they her own, or were 
they the sins of her poverty? And what could they be, anyway?  The old confessor listened to 
her through the latticed wooden portal, his face impassive. 
 But then she lowered her eyes and, trying to the pass the time as best she could, Marta 
attempted to decipher the inscription on the tombstone, only barely visible on the stone, 
which also bore a worn-down effigy.  Underneath must lie a skeleton….  What did the name 
matter now?  How much more secure and protected – cozy even – did that restful sleep of 
death appear!  
 The two wings of chairs stretched all the way to the columns that supported the choir 
stalls.  Behind these columns were two long benches, and when she had entered Marta had 
seen an old farmer sitting there with his arms crossed over his chest, rapt in prayer, his eyes 
deep-set and dried out by the years.  Oh those gnarled, muddy hands, that neck, limp from 
years under the yoke and scarred with a black furrow that ran from his chin to just under his 
throat; and those flattened temples, the wrinkled forehead underneath that shock of bristling 
white hair!  Every so often the old man would cough, and it would echo raucously throughout 
the empty church. 
 Through the large, high windows the pale blaze of the dying day streamed in, 
illuminating the huge frescoes in broad swaths amid the deafening chatter of the swallows. 
 Marta had come to the church at the suggestion of Anna Veronica.  But as her wait 
had grown longer she had begun to get a terrible impression of herself, kneeling there like 
some pathetic beggar-woman. She could understand that humility in Anna, which served the 
latter as a source of such serene sweetness.  But Anna had truly sinned.  She had thus sought 
– and found – comfort in her faith, had found in the church a refuge.  But her?  She was 
absolutely sure, Marta was, that she would never have failed in her duties as a wife, not 
because she felt her husband worthy of such respect, but rather because she considered 
betraying him unworthy of her, and no pandering on his part would wring even the tiniest 
concession from her.  But seeing her now in the church, humble and prostrate, wouldn’t 
people suppose that she had accepted her punishment as just, and that she was kneeling 
before God in order to beg for comfort and refuge, that she recognized that she no longer had 
the right to hold her head high before all?  But it was not for this that she had come, it is true: 
not for her undeserved punishment, not for her father’s tragedy, for which she refused to 
accept any responsibility.  No, none of these were the reason she had allowed herself to be 
persuaded by Anna to come to the church and confess.  She had come for herself; to feel the 
peace and comfort of God.  What was she going to say, however, in just a little while to that 
old confessor?  What was she supposed to repent?  What had she done, what sin had she 
committed to merit all of this reproach, all of the suffering, the tragedy of her father and 
child, the perpetual mourning in her family home, and maybe, come tomorrow, complete 
poverty?  Should she accuse herself?  Should she repent?  If any sin had been committed, 
hadn’t it been unintentional, for lack of experience?  And hadn’t she paid an exceedingly 
high price already?  The priest would most certainly advise that she accept with love and 
resignation the punishment mandated by God.  But was it really from God?  If God were just, 
if God could see into people’s hearts…. Or was it rather from men…. Were they instruments 
of God?  Had God told them the extent to which she should be punished?  No, men went too 
far, whether a result of their baseness of spirit or a perversion of their honesty….  To accept 
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the punishment with humility, without argument or reflection, and to forgive?  Would she be 
able to forgive?  No!  No!   
 And so Marta raised her head and looked around the church, as if all of a sudden she 
were lost.  That silence, that solemn peace, the height of the vaulted ceilings, and just ahead 
of her that little confession booth, that ancient, prostrated lady, that motionless, stone-faced 
priest; all of these suddenly faded away from her rebellious spirit, like a frivolous dream into 
which she had wandered while her consciousness slept, and which, as the viciousness and 
sadness of her reality came rushing back to her, she now watched melt away. 
 She got up from her knees, still confused.  Her legs faltered and she dizzily shielded 
her eyes with one hand, as she steadied herself on the back of a chair with the other.  Then 
she made her way across the church, almost teetering as she went.  On the bench under the 
choir stalls she saw the little old farmer again, in the same position, with his arms crossed 
over his chest, absorbed in his prayers, ecstatic. 
 All the way home she turned the image of that penitent man over and over in her 
mind. 
 That was the degree of faith she was missing!  But she could never have it.  She could 
not forgive.  Inside her skull, her brain felt shrunken, like a dry sponge from which she 
couldn’t manage to wring a thought that would comfort her, or that would give her even a 
moment’s peace. 
 It was an illusion, of course, this sensation.  But it did cause her real anguish, which 
she tried in vain to wash away with tears.  And how many, Dio, how very many had she 
shed!  So many now that crying no longer helped.  There was always a knot in her throat, 
always irritating her, oppressing her.  Before her very eyes a sort of ungodly entity seemed to 
be taking shape, coming into being around her.  It had initially been just a shadow, an empty 
shadow, a fog so negligible that, with a breath, one could have dispersed it; but then it 
became hard and heavy as a stone, crushing her, crushing her home and family, 
everything…and she could no longer do anything to stop it.  It was the fact of it. The thing, 
which had taken on a life of its own.  Something that she could no longer fix, enormous for 
everyone and especially enormous for her even if in her own conscience she felt it to be 
insubstantial, a shadow, a fog that had now turned to stone.  And her father, who might have 
been able to vanquish it with his proud disdain, instead became its first victim.  Had she been 
changed by this thing?  She was the same, she felt the same, so much so that it often did not 
seem the catastrophe had even occurred.    But now she too was turning to stone; she could 
feel herself losing the ability to feel anything any longer – not grief at the death of her father, 
not pity for either her mother or her sister, not friendship for Anna Veronica: nothing, 
nothing! 
 Should she return to the church?  Why?  She had prayed, and her prayer was just a 
meaningless movement of her lips; the meaning underneath the words escaped her.  Often, 
during mass, she caught herself staring at the feet of the priest as he stood on the alter step, 
the flecks of gold on the chasuble, the lace of the missal; then, at the elevation of the host and 
chalice, she was awakened by the scraping of the chairs on the cathedral floor and by the 
ringing of the silver bell, and she rose with the others and knelt, watching with astonishment 
as certain of her neighbors beat their breasts and wept real tears.  Why did they do that? 
 In order to distance herself from the jagged rocks of senility onto which each of her 
thoughts, each of her feelings was in danger of shipwreck, she tentatively attempted to apply 
herself to her studies again, or at the very least, to read.  As she reopened those old 
abandoned books, an indescribable tenderness swept over her.  She revisited some of the 
sweetest images of her past, and it was as if they pulsed with life before her eyes: there was 
her school, the different classes, the benches, the teacher’s desk.  And there they were, all of 
her professors following each other one by one over the course of the school day, and then 
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the din of the park where they would spend their breaks, the laughter as she walked arm-in-
arm along the paths with her closest friends.  Then the sound of the bell, and back to class; 
the director and his wife… the rivalries… the punishments…. On the little table before her 
sat an open book, a geography text.  She flipped through a few of the pages.  In one of the 
margins there was a little drawing, and these words written in her hand: 
 “Mita, tomorrow we leave for Peking!”  Mita Lumia….  What an abyss now stood 
between her and her old school friend! 
 How was it that in certain people there was no drive, no aspiration to be better than 
anyone in anything, to excel in even the smallest way? 
 And yet this is what she found, more or less, in all of her old schoolmates, and even in 
her own sister, the good Maria.  Her husband was squarely one of this tribe as well, and 
happy and proud to count himself among its members.  Oh, if only she had stayed in school!  
At this point…. 
 She remembered all of the praise and encouragement that her professors had given 
her, and also… yes, also the praise that someone else had given her, in response to her letters: 
Alvignani.  What was it that he had said?  She had discussed with him a woman’s place in 
society….  “She is able to reconcile her incredibly acute feelings...,” Alvignani had written 
her in one of his letters, “…her incredibly acute feelings with a keen observation of the real 
world.”  This compliment had made her laugh so much.  And that “reconcile her senses”!  
Perhaps it was well written…. Alvignani was, after all, very cultured…, but in her opinion, 
his writing was too painterly.  On the other hand, when he spoke….  Oh, in Rome, with him, 
if only she had not been tied down…. In Rome, the wife of Gregorio Alvignani; in a different 
place, a vast city full of intellectual light… far, far away from all of this mud. 
 She bowed her head over her books, moved suddenly to action by an old zeal, almost 
as if by an irresistible need to breathe life into a longing that seemed unable to withstand the 
slightest blow from reality; like the creak of the door when she had to enter the next rooms, 
where her mother and sister sat dressed all in black. 
 She knew nothing about what was happening in her family.  She had noted only the 
way Maria and her mother stared at her, as if they were hiding something: but this was just an 
impression, a feeling….  Perhaps they didn’t like her spending all day by herself?  Were they 
excusing her?  Pitying her?  Her mother’s eyes were often red with weeping, and Maria, who 
was sprouting up in height, was wasting away to nothing; she had a disoriented air, a grief 
that seemed to follow her around.  To make her happy, Marta would ask her, 
 – Shall we go to church, Maria? 
 For Maria the question meant: 
 “Shall we go and pray for father?”  And she always answered yes, and they went. 
 One afternoon as they were exiting the church, they were set upon by a little boy who 
was almost naked, wearing only a rag of a dirty shirt, which fell in tatters over his filthy, 
spindly legs.  His face was jaundiced and unwashed.  With his little hand he grabbed hold of 
Marta’s shawl and refused to let go, begging them to help his father, a bricklayer who had 
fallen from a wall at the factory. 
 – His story is true, – confirmed Maria.  – Yesterday he fell from a scaffold.  He broke 
an arm and a leg. 
 – Come, come with me you poor child! – Marta said then, starting out. 
 – No, Marta… – said Maria, looking at her sister with pity; but she soon lowered her 
eyes as if she were embarrassed, and had changed her mind. 
 – Why? – asked Marta. 
 – Nothing, nothing… let’s go…. – Maria responded, hurriedly. 




 – Oh my dear child, we don’t even have any for ourselves… 
 – What? 
 – Yes, yes…. – her mother went on, through tears.  – Paolo disappeared two days ago, 
no one knows where….  The tannery is closed; they’ve sealed up the doors….  We are 





Before dawn the following day they were awakened with a start by a wild clamor on the 
street below: shouts and haphazard cries to the heavens, and the deafening blowing of the 
boat-horns in the harbor. 
 – The fishermen…. – Maria said under her breath with a sigh in the darkened room.   
 Ah yes, it was the feast-day of the patron saints of the region.  Who would have 
thought it had come so soon? 
 Every year on this day at daybreak, the so-called “fishermen,” that is, just about 
everyone who lived on the shore, and not just the ones who made their living by the sea, 
descended upon the town in droves.  Ancient custom dictated that every year these people 
who lived at the edge of the sea should triumphantly parade the bier of their two patron saints 
through the streets of the city.  It just so happened that it was in the sea that they had suffered 
their first martyrdom, and thus it was especially to the seafarers that they accorded their 
protection. 
 And so every year the city was awakened by that deafening invasion, like the sea 
itself during a tempest.  Along the streets the windows were hastily flung open, and bare arms 
stuck out, only to be replaced by faces pale with sleep, sometimes in old shawls, in caps, in 
kerchiefs.  
 Not one of the three dejected women even considered getting out of bed.  They lay 
still with their eyes open in the dark, and images of the wild figures passing below them in 
the streets played in their minds: amidst the smoke and the blood-red flames of the torches 
flickering in the wind, the pescatori were dressed all in white, in shirts and underclothes, feet 
bare, red sashes around their waists, yellow handkerchiefs tied around their heads.  They had 
watched them from their windows many times before, in happier days. 
 Once the infernal rampage had passed by, the street fell again into nocturnal silence; 
but not long after, the festivities began again.  Maria buried her face into her pillow and 
began to weep silently, tormented by memories. 
 Then came the first shouts of the shoeless mass of villagers the saints had helped in 
their time of need: 
 – Behold the Saint of Miracles, arise faithful ones! 
 They were boys and teenagers and men, who, by some miracle of Saints Cosimo and 
Damiano (the people had long ago made the two into a single saint in two persons) had 
escaped some peril or had been healed of some infirmity.  Every year, as a show of faith, they 
went around the region in their stockinged feet, dressed in white like the pescatori, each with 
a tray hanging from his neck by a strip of white silk.  On the trays were images of the two 
martyrs, each available for a penny, or two, or three. 
 – Behold the Saint of Miracles, arise faithful ones! 
 These miracolati went into people’s houses to sell their pictures, and as a fulfillment 
of their vows to the saints, the families offered one or more gilded candles, one or more 
chickens, dressed, ready for the oven, and adorned with ribbons .  These offerings and the 
pennies they received for the pictures were then turned in every hour on the hour to the 
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Commission for Local Celebrations, which was headquartered at the little church dedicated to 
the two saints, in the center of town. 
 In addition to the candles and the chickens, larger offerings were ostentatiously 
paraded to the little church, to the sound of drums: lambs, ewes and rams with their fleece 
brushed and snowy white, lavishly decorated mules loaded down with grain, all adorned with 
multicolored ribbons. 
 In the early hours of the morning Anna Veronica arrived, dressed all in black as usual, 
and wearing the long shawl of the penitent.  She needed to fulfill the vow she had made 
during Marta’s illness to bring the two candles and the embroidered tablecloth to the church 
as she had promised. 
 And Marta was to go with her.  In the madness of those last few days, after Paolo’s 
running away, she had forgotten to let Marta know the night previous.  
 – Come, come child, have courage.  You can’t break a vow. 
 Marta was completely consumed by her own thoughts, wrapped up in a gloomy 
silence.  She responded immediately, annoyed. 
 – I’m not going…. leave me alone!  I’m not going. 
 – What!  – exclaimed Anna.  – What are you saying? 
 And wounded, she stared at her friend, and at Maria. 
 – Yes, you’re right, – she responded, shaking her head.  – But who can help us? 
 Marta leapt to her feet. 
 – So in addition to everything, I have to show my gratitude, is that right?  For the 
grace that I have received, for getting well…. 
 – But it’s easy to die, my child, – sighed Anna Veronica, half closing her eyes.  – If 
you have remained alive, doesn’t it seem like a sign that God wanted you to live? That He 
has some purpose in mind for you? 
 Marta did not respond.  Perhaps the words her friend was saying, pronounced with her 
usual sweetness, had responded to one of her own secret feelings, to a secret purpose.  She 
furrowed her brow and moved off in the direction of her room. 
 – You also need to take your mind off things, – added Anna. 
 In the streets below, the people were in a frenzy.  From the seashore and the 
mountains, from all the villages surrounding the town, people had streamed in in a number of 
groups, which now proceeded awkwardly through the streets.  Villagers were in groups of 
five or six, holding each other by the hand so as not to get lost.  The women were gaily 
dressed in long embroidered shawls or with short cloaks of white, blue or black cloth, 
enormous cotton and silk handkerchiefs in a variety of floral pattern around their heads or 
across their chests, and thick gold hoops hanging from their ears, and necklaces and brooches 
and bracelets and beads.  The men were farmers or sailors or they worked in the sulfur mines, 
and they were clumsy in their stiff new clothes and awkward in their hobnailed shoes. 
 Marta and Anna Veronica, hiding the candles and the tablecloth under their shawls, 
moved as quickly as they could through the heaving, directionless crowd. 
 They eventually reached the piazza in front of the church, which was brimming with 
people.  The noise was deafening and incessant, the confusion indescribable.  All around the 
square people had improvised stalls made of giant, billowing bedsheets.  From these, vendors 
were shouting until their voices gave out, selling toys and dried fruit and sweets.  Figurine-
makers were making their rounds, selling painted plaster images and repeating the stories of 
those shoeless witnesses who had been miraculously saved.   The toy-sellers pulled 
relentlessly on the strings of their spinning toys, and the gelato vendors shouted, their 
pushcarts decorated with colored lanterns and clattering glasses: 
 – Freeze-your-heart!  Freeze-your-heart! 
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 This cheerful announcement was followed by a generous distribution of slaps to the 
most mischievous of the young rascals who surrounded the carts like a cloud of obstinate 
flies. 
 In contrast to the genial barking of the vendors was the melancholy refrain of a group 
of beggars on the steps directly in front of the main door of the church, where the people 
were packed, trying to elbow their way in.  Marta and Anna Veronica found themselves 
carried, almost crushed, by that press of people, and in the end, without having moved a foot, 
they found themselves inside the dark church, crammed in among the curiosity-seekers and 
the devout. 
 From where they had been deposited in the middle of the central nave, the enormous 
bier loomed over them, its massive frame ringed with iron so that it could better withstand the 
inevitable wear and tear of that disorganized, frantic procession.  On the bier stood the statues 
of the two iron-headed saints, their expressions almost identical, in robes flowing down to 
their feet and a palm frond in each of their hands.  At the back, under an arch of the nave, 
between two of the columns on the left side of the church, the Festival Committee sat around 
an enormous table, busily receiving the offerings of the devout: votive tablets containing 
crude representations of miracles obtained in the most disparate and strange circumstances, 
candles, dressings for the altar and legs, arms, breasts, feet and hands made of wax. 
 Among the members of the board this year was Antonio Pentàgora. 
 Luckily, Anna Veronica realized this before encountering him at the table; she froze 
for a moment, startled and unsure what to do. 
 – Stay here a moment, Marta.  I’ll take them up myself. 
 – Why? – asked Marta, who had suddenly grown very pale.  And she added, her eyes 
lowered, – Nicola is here in the church, isn’t he. 
 – His father is there at the table, – said Anna under her breath.  – It’s better that you 
stay here.  I’ll hurry. 
 Niccolino was not expecting that encounter with Marta.  He hadn’t seen her since the 
evening before her break with his brother.  He stood and gawked at her, wide-eyed, and then 
he stole away dejectedly, disappearing into the crowd, ashamed.  He had always been shy in 
her presence.  He had wanted so much for her to love him like she would a little brother, 
raised as he was without a mother, without sisters.  From the midst of that bustle of heads he 
tried to catch a glimpse of her again from a distance, without being seen.  He caught sight of 
her, and stood still for moment observing her, considering her, turning that image of her over 
in his mind.  Then, slipping silently through the crowd, he followed her with his eyes until he 
reached the door of the church.  For a moment he neither saw nor heard the festival that 
surrounded him.  He suddenly came back to himself in the middle of the packed piazza, not 
quite sure how he had gotten there, pressed on all sides by the crowd, which had grown 
enormous as they now awaited the processional of the bier from the church.  Apoplectic, 
perspiring faces sat atop craning necks, trying desperately to see over that crowd of bruised 
bodies, desperate for breath in the cramped heat of the square.  Some had a tortured, 
despairing look in their eyes, others wore cruel, ferocious expressions.  The bells high above 
sounded over that ferment, and the bells of other churches responded in the distance. 
 All at once the whole crowd began to move, pushed and pulled by a thousand 
opposing forces, paying no attention to the collisions, the bruises or the suffocations, intent 
only on seeing.  
 – There it is!  There it is!  It’s coming! 
 The women sobbed, and the men swore angrily as they pushed against the crowd that 
blocked their view.  All shouted, exhausted, and the bells pealed as if they too had been 
angered by the roaring mob below. 
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 Suddenly the bier burst violently from the great main door, and stopped with a thud 
there in front of the church.  Then the frenetic shouting escaped thousands of throats: 
 – Viva San Cosimo e Damiano! 
 And thousands upon thousands of arms waved in the air, as if the entire population of 
the town had joined together to fight some desperate battle. 
 – Make way!  Make way! – was heard from every corner not long after.  – Make way 
for the saint!  Make way for the saint! 
 And before the bier, all along the piazza the people began to stand aside here and 
there, always with difficulty, pushed back violently by the guards, who tried to clear a path.  
Everyone knew that the two saints proceeded through the town quickly, like a storm: they 
were the saints of good health, the saviors of the region during the cholera epidemic, and so 
they had to run about, here and there, continuously.  Their breakneck speed was a tradition, 
and without it the festival would have lost all of its vivacity and its character, even if 
everyone was afraid of being crushed to death. 
 A bell rang stridently in front of the church.  Then, between the strong iron poles 
supporting the bier, there started a scuffle among the pescatori charged with carrying it on 
their shoulders.  At every stop along the way, they repeated this scuffle, quieted with some 
difficulty each time by the members of the Festival Committee, who were doing their best to 
guide the procession. 
 One hundred blood-red, unkempt, brutish faces were slotted between the poles in 
front of and behind the great machine.  It was a tangle of bare, sinewy arms, faces purple with 
strain and streaming with sweat, torn shirts, anguished muttering and heavy breathing, 
shoulders crushed beneath the iron poles, gnarled hands that clutched fiercely at the wood.  
And each of the frantic men under that impossibly heavy load, infected with the madness of 
his suffering even more than with love of the saints, pulled his bar towards himself, and so 
they were constantly working at cross-purposes; the saints staggered drunkenly through the 
crowd, which pushed and shouted back at them wildly. 
 At each short stop, after a run of relatively unhindered “progress,” the women, 
crowded onto balconies or into windows, would show their devotion by throwing slices of 
dark, spongy bread from chests and baskets down onto the crowd and onto the bier.  And 
below, the crowd went wild as everyone wrangled for the bread.  In the meantime, the 
pallbearers were guzzling bottle after bottle of wine, and were getting progressively drunker, 
even if most of that wine was pouring out again as sweat. 
 Every now and then, the bier became ominously light: at such times it moved forward 
as if on its own, leaping through the lively squall of the crowd.  At other times, it became 
impossibly heavy: the saints did not wish to go any farther, and suddenly became obstinate.  
Such moments were when accidents would happen; someone in the crowd was always 
trounced.  A moment of panic, and then to bolster their courage everyone would shout, – Viva 
San Cosimo e Damiano! – and they would forget the danger, and press on.  But many times, 
the bier would return to a spot where it had previously rested, and once again it would 
suddenly refuse to move.  And all of the eyes would then turn to the windows, and the crowd, 
threatening and cursing, would force whatever faces they saw there to move away.  For this 
was a sign that among these must be someone who had either not fulfilled promises to the 
saints, or who had caused people to speak badly of him or her, and so was not worthy of 
viewing the saints. 
 In this way, the people took it upon themselves to act as ethical magistrate, even if 
only for one day. 
 Marta and Anna Veronica stood facing each other on the balcony, flanked by Agata 
and Maria.  Antonio Pentàgora had already signaled the pallbearers some time before.  At 
first, the four poor ladies did not understand the movements of the saints; they saw that they 
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wouldn’t budge, but did not suspect that it had anything to do with them. When the bier 
moved once again to just below their balcony and once again came to a jarring halt, the 
whole crowd raised their eyes and their arms against the women, shouting and cursing, 
exasperated at the fate of an unfortunate boy who had been thrown to the ground and who 
now lay there crushed and bleeding.  Marta and Anna Veronica left the balcony immediately, 
followed by the weeping Maria.  Signora Agata, very pale and trembling with disdain, closed 
the shutters with such violence that one of the glass panes broke into pieces.  To the frenzied 
crowd below this seemed like direct affront, and they hurled abuse and insults up at them.  
And as that tempest raged below their house, the four poor women trembled, huddled 
together and holding each other close in a corner of the room.  And in that anguished pause, 
they heard the powerful head of one of the saints ram once, twice, three times against the iron 
railing of their balcony.   At each blow, the whole house shook. 
 Then the fury gradually subsided.  A deep silence fell over the street. 
 – Cowards!  Cowards! – Marta said through clenched teeth, pale and trembling. 
 Anna Veronica wept with her face hidden in her hands.  Maria approached the 
balcony timorously, and through the window saw that the blows from the saint’s iron head 




 – Too much, eh? – Antonia Pentàgora said, his customary cold sneer congealed on his lips, 
and his eyes full of pity for Niccolino. 
 – Cowardice! – exploded Niccolino, savagely.  – You ought to be ashamed of 
yourself!  The whole town is talking about yesterday’s scandal.  Well done! 
 – And the same to you Niccolino! – said his father calmly.  – I really must 
congratulate myself on having a son I can be so proud of!  These are noble, generous 
sentiments….  Bravo!  Tend the roots of these thoughts well, boy, and you’ll see how they 
mature in time…. 
 Trembling with rage, Niccolino rushed out of the room in hopes that he wouldn’t lose 
control of himself.  It was just the way Rocco had left the night before after a violent fight 
between father and son had almost come to blows. 
 Left alone in the room, Antonio Pentàgora slowly shook his head a few more times 
and sighed, 
 – They’re poor in spirit, my two boys. 
 And he sat there thinking for a long time, his broad face flushed, his chin on his chest, 
his eyes closed, and his brows furrowed.  
 He knew, he knew everyone hated him, first and foremost his own sons.  Mah!.... So 
what?  There was nothing he could do to avoid that: it was meant to be that way.  There was 
no escape for the Pentàgora family!  Fate had played a joke on them, branding them with the 
horns of the stag, and there was no escaping fate.   
 “Ha!  They were doomed to be either hated or mocked.  Better to be hated then.  It 
was fate!” 
 All men, according to Antonio Pentàgora, came into this world with their roles 
assigned, and it was ridiculous to think that anyone or anything could change his.  When he 
was a young man, even he had thought it possible for a moment, just as his sons did now!  He 
had hoped, he had lied to himself….  It had seemed to him, just it seemed now to poor, 
foolish Niccolino, that his heart was full of noble, generous sentiments.  He had put his trust 
in them, and where had that gotten him?  Round and round, but always back to being 
deceived by their wives.  This was the role of the Pentàgora men.  This was their destiny. 
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 Old Pentàgora was so set in this way of thinking that if, by chance, someone came to 
him for help as the result of some emergency, he, upon almost feeling himself give in, indeed 
already moved by the man’s plight, would check himself, grumbling, and, opening his mouth 
with that sneer of his, would counsel the poor soul to go elsewhere for help, to so-and-so, for 
instance, who was known to be one of the great philanthropists of the region. 
 – Go to him, my dear man: he was born to help people.  Not me, though; that’s not 
my department, you see.  I’d be offending that worthy gentleman whose job it has been for 
years, and who can’t really do anything else.  My trade is in cuckoldry. 
 He had become that cynical when he spoke, quite unintentionally; he said these things 
in a completely unassuming and open way.  And he was always the first to poke fun at his 
own conjugal misfortune, both in order to prevent others from doing so, and to disarm them.  
When he was out in the world, he felt like he had crossed into enemy territory.  And his 
signature sneer was like the snarl of a cornered dog that has turned on its pursuers.  Thank 
goodness he was rich, and thereby, powerful.  He didn’t need to fear anyone.  In fact, 
everyone gave him a wide berth: make way for the calf, as they say, especially, the golden 
calf! 
 – Nonsense! 
 After his daughter-in-law’s betrayal, a betrayal that to his mind was, of course, 
inevitable, Antonio Pentàgora had been enormously entertained by Rocco’s shameless 
carrying on with one of the local bawds. 
 – Bravo Roccuccio…I love it!  Now you’re getting the hang of it!  You’ll see that 
little by little….  Let me feel your forehead….  
 But no.  That idiot son of his had refused to sit back and enjoy the part fate had 
assigned him.  He was always pouting, always irritable and rude.  Then they heard about 
Francesco Ajala’s death, out of the blue!  And that crazy Rocco had suddenly felt crushed by 
the pity that the death of that angry old fool had provoked on the part of everyone in the 
village.  Very quietly, so as to avoid any more scandal, Rocco had gotten rid of his mistress, 
and had returned to his father’s house as if it were a funeral. 
 – And why?  You think maybe it was you who killed Francesco Ajala? 
 For a long time, there had been no way of convincing him even to leave the house, to 
get his mind off of things a little bit.  Horses…saddle horses and cart horses… he had bought 
that boy six of them!  After a couple of weeks, he wanted nothing to do with them. – And so, 
what then?  A little trip maybe, in Italy, or abroad?  – No, not even that!  – Gambling, at the 
club?  – Nine thousand lire lost in a single evening.  And he had paid his son’s debt without 
uttering a word. 
 And so, what remained to be done?  The opportunity of the Saints’ day presented 
itself: “extreme ills call for extreme remedies!”  And so he had arranged for that scandalous 
scene under the balcony of the Ajala house. 
 Pentàgora wasn’t sorry.  Rocco had run away like an ill-tempered bull, kicking and 
stamping at the touch of the branding iron.  Yes, maybe he had given him a little bit too 
strong a dose, the poor kid.  But that’s what he needed!  In time, he would calm down.  In 
time, he would thank him. 
 “Listen, just listen to that crazy woman!” Antonio Pentàgora muttered to himself, 
hearing the nonsensical grumblings of his sister Sidora, who was indeed wandering around 
the house like a crazy woman. 
 Perhaps even she had heard news of the scandal.  What did she think of it?  No one 
knew but the fire in the fireplace, which she kept lit year-round.  Pentàgora used to joke that 
she kept it going because she wanted to burn up all of the horns of the family, but that she 
never succeeded.   
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 For several days, Rocco made sure not to see his father, even from a distance.   
Niccolino kept him company and gave him a chance to vent, like a good brother. 
 – Wasn’t throwing her out enough?  Wasn’t it?  I was vindicated, and… enough!  But 
no, her father had to go and die.  I’m not saying that it’s my fault, but I definitely contributed 
to it in some way.  And then the baby dies, and she almost dies herself… and when she is 
finally up and getting well again, he, the coward, goes and makes that ugly scene in front of 
her and everyone!  Why keep insulting her?  And who asked him to do anything anyway?  
The coward!  The damn coward! 
 He wrung his hands in rage. 
 Meanwhile, the news grew worse from day to day.  The tannery: closed.  Paolo Sistri: 
run off (and people were accusing him of having stolen from the register money that, in fact, 
had never been there).  And so misery was knocking on the door of those three poor, forsaken 
women.  How were they going to make due?  Alone, without help, looked down upon by the 
whole village? 
 And at night Rocco seemed to find himself in the presence of an enormous Francesca 
Ajala, whose pale, puffed up figure was shaking his fists at him: “You are ruining two 
households, yours and mine!”  On other nights, he would see his mother-in-law (from the 
first day of their engagement she had been so good to him!) in rags, desperate; and Marta 
weeping, her face hidden, and Maria dazed, moaning, “Who will help us?  Who will help 
us?” 
 So on the day he learned that the tannery was being put up for auction, Rocco rushed 
to his father almost against his will, and proposed – somber and without looking him in the 
eye – that his father buy it himself. 
 – You’re crazy! – responded Pentàgora immediately.  – Not even if they marked it 
down for me to three cents.  What’s more, look here: up ‘til now I’ve let you do as you please 
with my money.  Now I’ve thrown away enough.  It’s not sand you know!  And now charity?  
It’s not my job. We Pentàgoras, our trade is in cuckoldry. 




Marta, Maria and their mother hadn’t been out of bed long when they heard the distinct ring-
ringing of the doorbell.  Maria went to the door and, looking first through the peephole, she 
saw a poorly dressed old man, accompanied by two young men, waiting on the doorstep. 
 – What is it that you want? – she asked, uncertain, from behind the peephole. 
 – Ziro, the bailiff, Don Protògene, – responded the little old man, pulling on the white 
curls of the beard around his neck. – Will you please be so kind as to let us in? 
 – The bailiff?  But who are you looking for? 
 – Is this not the house of Francesco Ajala? – asked Ziro, the bailiff, of the two young 
men that accompanied him. 
 Maria timidly opened the door. 
 – A thousand pardons, Miss, – said one of the two young men. – Don Protògene, if 
you would be so kind as to hand her the document.  There you are, Miss, please show this 
paper to your mother.  We’ll wait here. 
 As it happened, Signora Agata was making her way to the door at that very moment. 
 – Mamma, – called Maria, – come see.…  I’m not sure what…. 
 – Ziro, the bailiff, Don Protògene, – the little old man presented himself once again 
when Signora Agata arrived, this time lifting from his shriveled head the worn bowler hat, 
sunk all the way down to the nape of his neck.  – My orders are not… let’s say, pleasant, 
but… the Law demands it, and, however unfortunate, it’s fallen to us to carry the gavel. 
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 Signora Agata stared at him for a moment, stunned.  Then she unfolded the paper and 
read it out loud.  Maria watched her mother with frightened eyes.  The old bailiff nodded his 
head at every word and, when the lady had raised her eyes from the paper, not having 
understood its contents very well, he said in a humble voice, 
 – This is the order of the magistrate.  And these two gentlemen are the witnesses.  
 The two young men raised their hats, bowing slightly. 
 – But how can that be? – Signora Agata exclaimed.  – They told me that…. 
 By now Marta too had come to the door to listen, and at the sight of her, the young 
men winked and nodded from the landing, elbowing each other furtively. 
 – But how…. – Signora Agata repeated, turning to Marta, confused. – The lawyers 
told me that….  
 – Lawyers say lots of things… – one of the boys – the stocky, blond one – interrupted 
with a little smile, blushing.  – Just leave it to us, Signora, and you’ll see that…. 
 – But if you take away our things…. 
 – Mamma, – Marta interrupted her, not hiding the contempt in her voice – it’s useless 
to stand here talking.  Let them come in.  They’re just following orders; they must do as 
they’re told. 
 – With much sadness, yes indeed…. – added Don Protògene.  – Eh, unfortunately…. 
 He closed his eyes and shrugged his shoulders with his palms upward, running the 
pointed tip of his tongue across his upper lip. 
 – Let’s be patient, – he continued just after, – now, where shall we begin?  If the 
Signora might find it in her heart to…. 
 – Follow me, – Marta ordered.  – This is the parlor. 
 She opened the door and went in before the others in order to let some light into that 
room, which for so many months had lay dormant behind closed shutters, abandoned.  She 
then turned to her mother and sister, adding: 
 – You may leave now.  I’ll attend to these gentlemen. 
 The two young men looked at each other, mortified.  The blond one was studying to 
become a lawyer and had already risen through the ranks to become Gregorio Alvignani’s 
errand boy.  In fact, he had begged the older bailiff to bring him along as a witness, for no 
better reason than to see Marta up close.  He now made a show of examining his long, well-
groomed fingernails, and said, 
 – Please believe that we are sorry, Signora…. 
 But Marta interrupted him, with that same contemptuous gaze. 
 – Just be quick about it.  All this talk is useless. 
 Don Protògene, having drawn from his breast pocket a piece of paper, an ink pot 
made of bone with a stopper and a goose quill, began taking an inventory of the parlor.  
Looking around and seeing only upholstered chairs and sofas, on which he did not suspect it 
would be polite to sit, he asked Marta with a humble smile, 
 – Would the signora be so kind as to have me brought in a chair that… 
 – Sit there, – said Marta, indicating one of the armchairs. 
 And the old man sat down obediently, but only on the very edge of the chair. With 
quivering hand, he perched his spectacles on the very tip of his nose and, spreading out the 
sheet of paper on the little round table that stood before the settee, he solemnly wrote at the 
top of the page “Parler,” with an “e.”  That accomplished, he tucked his pen behind his ear 
and, rubbing his hands together, said to Marta, 
 – Naturally this furniture will remain here, most esteemed lady.  Now I will just be 
making a little inventory of the things here, with the values. 
 – But you can take it all away with you if you wish, – said Marta.  – In a few days, 
we’ll be leaving this house, and all this furniture will never fit in the new one. 
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 – Which means you’re furnishing it yourself, – concluded Don Protògene.  And he 
began to write: – One piano… 
 Marta looked over at the piano Maria had so often played, as she herself had too, from 
when she was a little girl until her passion for her studies left her no time for music.  And as 
the old man and the two young men went through the room piece by piece, identifying and 
writing down the names and numbers of various objects, Marta’s eyes would rest on one of 
them for a moment, evoking a memory. 
 In the meantime, Anna Veronica had arrived, and Signora Agata, demoralized and in 
tears, told her about this most recent disaster. 
 – Now this!  And thrown right out onto the street!....  Oh Lord, have you no pity?  Not 
even for this poor, innocent girl, Lord? 
 And with that she gestured toward Maria, who stood with her forehead pressed 
against the glass of the window, trying to hide her silent tears from her mother.  
 – And Marta? – Anna Veronica asked. 
 – In there.  With them… – Signora Agata responded, drying her eyes – If only you 
could see her; as cold as ice, as if this had nothing to do with our home or us….  
 – Courage, my dear Agata! – Anna said.  – God is only testing you…. 
 – No!  This isn’t God, Anna!  – Signora Agata interrupted her – taking her by the arm.  
– Don’t say it’s God.  God cannot want this! 
 And she gestured again towards Maria, adding under her voice, 
 – This is torture!  Torture! 
 Then Anna Veronica, attempting to distract her, spoke to her about the new house. 
 – Oh, I am just coming from there.  You ought to see it!  Three little rooms, full of 
light and air….  No, not small; that’s not what I meant….  Oh, you’ll love it….  And the most 
adorable little terrace!  Perfect for hanging out the laundry!  Yes, and there are even metal 
clotheslines already hung.  And four posts at the corners of the terrace, and if you turn just a 
little bit, you see, we can shake hands for how close we are….  The window of my little room 
opens right out onto it….  Just think of the moonlit nights…. 
 Anna caught herself.  All of a sudden she revisited a night long past; a sentimental 
suitor of hers had lived in that little house, where in a few days her friends would go to live.  
Shaken, she hurried on to another subject. 
 – But where is my mind!  So… I had completely forgotten why I came over in the 
first place!  I have good news for you.  Yes…. – and she called out, – Maria!  Come here, my 
child….  Come now, dry those tears…. take my handkerchief….  Just like that…. there’s a 
good girl!  So, I have an announcement: Baron Troisi’s daughter is getting married….  I’ll 
wager that doesn’t mean much to you, but to me it does, my dears.  The lady baronessa, you 
see – it seems impossible! – has actually deigned to have her daughter’s trousseau made here 
in the village!  Do you see?  And I’ve taken a good part of that responsibility on myself.  So 
you see, we will all work on it together, and God will help us.  To the new house! 
 – Hello? – Ziro the bailiff interrupted at this point.  He was bowing awkwardly in the 
doorway, with his goose quill behind his ear, his ink pot and the paper in one hand, and his 
hat in the other. 
 The two young men trailed behind him.  Marta suddenly appeared behind them, 
corralling them forward. 
 – That’s right, go right in.  Mamma, you can leave now.  Oh, you’re here, Anna?  You 
can take Maria and my mother into the other room. 
 – You see? – said the mother to her friend.  – You see how cold she’s become? 
 – Oh Agata – observed Anna Veronica.  – Do you really believe that she is not 
suffering as much as we are?  She is not letting herself show it in this moment in order to 
keep your spirits up…. 
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 – Maybe, – sighed the mother.  – But you know as well as I how she reacted when 
this inferno was let loose upon our poor home, this storm that continues to rage. You were 
here, you saw!  She stayed locked up in there, as if she hadn’t wanted to know or see 
anything.  It’s a miracle to me that she’s even out of her room today, that she’s showing the 
slightest interest in us….  What is she writing in there?  What is she reading?  I am ashamed, 
my dear Anna, to be reduced to noticing these little things myself.  Maria and I go to bed 
early to save on lamp oil, and she keeps hers lit until midnight, until two in the morning, 
even…studying…studying….  And I ask myself if maybe the sickness hasn’t reached her 
brain….  How can you do this? – I say.  – You know the state we have been reduced to….  
Your father, dead.  The ruin.  The poverty…. and you just lock yourself away, reading by 
yourself, calm, as if nothing has happened? 
 Anna Veronica listened, full of sadness.  She couldn’t understand Marta’s behavior 
either.  Why so little concern, or even worse, so little feeling? It couldn’t be called egotism 
exactly, for she herself was too involved in the affair. 
 – If I may…?  Ziro the bailiff repeated his entreaty not long after his first attempt, 
now in the doorway of this room, again followed by the witnesses. 
 And so from that room, too, the three women were compelled to leave.  And in this 
way, they were pushed, room to room, from the house which three days later they were to 
abandon forever. 
 In the new house, after the sad clearing out and tidying up, Anna Veronica brought 
them the fragrant linen, the soft napery, and the laces and the ribbons for the wedding of the 
young Troisi baronessina.  
 Signora Agata, watching Maria concentrating on her work, had difficulty holding 
back her tears; ah, the girl would never get the chance to do the needlework on her own 
trousseau.  She would remain this way, a poor child, orphaned and alone, forever…. 
 In the new house, Marta continued to lead the same sort of life as before.  Anna 
Veronica, though, was no longer so astonished by this, for Marta had revealed her plan to her, 
on the condition that she not divulge it to Signora Agata or Maria. 
 She eventually revealed it herself one evening, rushing out of her room with a 
troubled look on her face.  She had been preparing for the examinations for her teaching 
license, which were to begin the next morning at the Scuola Normale.  Anna Veronica had 
submitted the application for Marta, and had paid – from her own savings, no less – the fees. 
 Her mother and sister were struck dumb. 
 – Let me do this, – said Marta, disappointed by their shock. – Do not stand in my 
way, for pity’s sake…. 
 And she went back to her room and locked the door. 
 It had not been so long since she was in school that she could avoid taking the exams 
with some of her old classmates.  She would have to see them then! She had no illusions 
about how they would receive her.  She would meet them head-to-head, with the attitude of 
one ready to launch an attack.  Yes, and not just against them, should it come to that, but 
against the whole town.  In her mind, she went over the roads she would travel the next 
morning to the exam.  She would look those cowards who had publically insulted her on the 
day of that savage festival directly in the eye.  
 As she thought of that enormous sea of people undulating under the balcony of her 
former home, arms upraised, turned into beasts by the wine and by the sun, Marta felt even 
more strongly the desire to fight.  On that long night of vigil, she truly felt that she would rise 
above these cowardly, unjust wrongs.  And then, armed with disdain she would have the 
pride of being able to say, “I have raised my mother and my sister out of poverty and misery; 
they are alive now by my actions, because of me.” 
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 Little by little, comforted by these thoughts, her dreams of a brighter future overtook 
her apprehension about the looming exam, and she managed to overcome her anxiety.  But 
she could not overcome her resentment, which awakened and grew until, by the time she got 
up the next morning, it had become paralyzing.  
 She no longer knew what she should do.  She looked around her bedroom in search of 
herself, seeking the familiar, half expecting the spare furnishings to offer some suggestion; 
there was the basin, in which she would wash, and there was the chair, on which she had laid 
out the clothes she would wear.  Before long, she was washing and dressing hurriedly. 
 While she was doing her best to arrange her hair with no mirror, he mother entered, 
already dressed to accompany her. 
 – Oh thank goodness, Mother!  Help me finish my hair, please….  It’s getting late! 
 And her mother started brushing her daughter’s hair, as she had done every morning 
before bringing her to school.  Finished, she looked at her daughter.  Good Lord!  She had 
never looked so beautiful….   She attempted to show a deep restraint, thinking that she would 
now have to go out with her daughter into the city, navigating among people’s vicious 
glances, and all for the sake of a mission that, in the timid humility of her own character, she 
could neither appreciate nor fully comprehend.  She was worried that Marta’s great beauty, 
that air of defiance and provocation in her eyes, might cause people to reproach her openly 
for her shamelessness, to cry out, “Look at how brazen she is!” 
 – You’re flushed… – she said, looking away from her daughter, and she had wanted 
to add, “Keep your eyes lowered as we go through the streets.” 
 They finally went downstairs, and they walked straight ahead, side by side, while 
Maria, behind the glass of the front window, nervously followed them with her eyes. 
 Signora Agata wished that she were half as tall as she was, so as not to attract so 
many glances, and to pass by unobserved, or that she could run in a flash down that 
interminably long street.  Marta, on the other hand, was thinking of the imminent encounter 
with her old schoolmates, and was in no hurry to get there. 
 They were among the first to arrive at the college. 
 – Oh, signorina bella!  What’s this?  You’ve come back?  My how you’ve grown!  
And that pretty face of yours….  – exclaimed the old caretaker woman, gesturing 
extravagantly with her head and hands to express her expansive admiration. 
 – No one’s arrived yet? – asked Marta, a little embarrassed, smiling kindly at the old 
woman. 
 – No one!  – she responded.  – You were always first….  Remember when you were 
only this high, and every blessed morning, bum! bum! bum! there you were kicking the door 
because you couldn’t reach the knocker…. Lord, it was still dark out!  Do you remember? 
 Ah, yes!  Marta smiled… Ah, the good memories! 
 – Will you come in? – the old lady continued.  – The signora must be tired…. 
 And looking Signora Agata in the eyes, she sighed, shaking her head tentatively: 
 – Poor Signor Francesco!  What a loss…. They don’t make gentlemen like him 
anymore, my lady!  But enough.  May the blessed Lord receive him in glory!  I think the door 
to the waiting area is locked.  Just be patient and wait a second, and I’ll run get the key. 
 – A good soul! – said Signora Agata to Marta, grateful for the gracious welcome. 
 After a minute, the old caretaker returned from her errand, and said: 
 – My daughter Eufemia is also taking the exams with you today, Marta! 
 – Eufemia?  Really?  How is she? 
 – Poor thing.  She hasn’t slept in days….  Ah, if she doesn’t do well it won’t be for 
lack of hard work….  You with all of your talent, signorina, if you can, help the poor girl a 
little in there today!  They say that it will be the most difficult exam of them all!  Let me run 
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up and tell her to come right down, so she can keep you company….  Here now, sit down and 
make yourselves comfortable.  
 And with that she dusted off the leather sofa with a corner of her apron.   
 – If Eufemia is studying, please don’t call her down, – said Marta to the old woman, 
who was already on her way out the door. 
 – Oh, she wouldn’t miss a visit with you for all the world! –the old caretaker 
responded without turning around. 
 From the very start, Eufemia Sabetti and Marta had been classmates, although she 
was older than Marta by at least six years.  She had grown up in the school, among a group of 
students of a much higher social status than she was, and had learned from them a certain air 
of civility that made her mother immeasurably proud.  Indeed, her mother had paid for that 
satisfaction with numerous sacrifices.  Eufemia, it is true, spoke to her classmates with the 
familiar “tu,” wore hats, and had the manners and affectations of a real “lady.” But still, in 
their eyes she remained a janitor’s daughter.  They did not rub her nose in it, of course…no, 
the poor thing!  But they did make it clear, whether in the way they looked at her clothes and 
her hat, or in the way they would occasionally drop her in the middle of a conversation and 
crowd around another one of their own kind.  And Eufemia pretended not to notice any of 
this.  She wanted to stay friends with them. 
 – Oh Marta!  What luck! – she exclaimed as she ran into the room greeting Marta 
with a kiss, unembarrassed.  Smiling, she greeted Signora Agata and sat down on the sofa, so 
that Marta was in between them.  – What luck! – she repeated.  – How are you?  What’s 
new?  And you’re really taking the exams? 
 She was dark and very thin, a tiny little thing in her café-latte colored, black-trimmed 
dress.  When she spoke her whole body trembled, and she continually fluttered her eyelids 
over her beady eyes, which shone like a ferret’s.  When she laughed she showed her gums 
and her incredibly white teeth. 
 The embarrassing questions began right away, and Marta felt she had to respond, at 
least to the more discrete ones.  The other questions, though, the ones she saw in Eufemia’s 
eyes, made Marta more evasive. 
 Signora Agata stood up. 
 – I’m going home, Marta.  I will leave you with your friend.  Courage, little ones! 
 As she left the waiting room, she saw in the atrium a cluster of young girls in bright 
summer dresses, among whom she recognized some of Marta’s old schoolmates.  They 
suddenly went quiet and lowered their eyes as she passed.  No one acknowledged or greeted 
her.  One girl only – Mita Lumìa – gave her a slight nod of the head. 
 The old caretaker woman had announced to the girls that Marta had come.  
 – What nerve! – said one. 
 – Well, I refuse to go in, if she’s there – said another. 
 – What has she come here for? – asked a third. 
 – Oh, to take the examinations, of course.  What, do you want to stop her from taking 
them?  – responded Mita Lumìa, who was also shocked, but not as worked up as the other 
girls. 
 – Fine, but I’m not sitting next to her – protested a fourth – not even if the director 
himself orders me to! 
 And a fifth said to Mita Lumìa: – We don’t even know what to call her!  Pentàgora?  
Ajala? 
 – Oh Lord, call her Marta, like we used to call her! – responded Mita, annoyed. 
 At that very moment, Marta, with a bitter smile, was saying to Eufemia: 
 – Who knows what they’re saying about me out there…. 
 – Let them talk all they want!  – responded Eufemia. 
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 Suddenly four of the little group burst in and crossed the room almost running, 
without so much as a glance at the sofa. 
 As grateful as Marta was deep down to Eufemia for the company, she couldn’t 
entirely overcome a sense of humiliation at being seen sitting next to her; not for herself, but 
for those gossips that saw the two of them together, saw her accepted, that is, only by the 
janitor’s daughter. 
 They got up.  Just then Mita Lumìa came in, unhurried. 
 – Oh, Marta….  How are you? 
 And she attempted a smile and held out a soft, damp hand. 
 – Dear Mita…. – responded Marta. 




Envy on the one hand, and on the other, thwarted intrigues and dashed hopes happily 
combined in slander to explain how they had been vanquished. 
 It was so clear! 
 There was one reason and one reason alone that Marta Ajala had been given the post 
of substitute teacher in the first preparatory classes of the collegio; she was the “protégé” of 
Deputy Alvignani. 
 And for the first few days after her appointment, there was a procession of fathers of 
families to the school, demanding to speak with the Director.  Oh, but it was scandalous!  
Their daughters would simply refuse to go to school!  And no father could in good 
conscience force his daughter to attend, given the circumstances.  Something had to be done 
immediately, whatever the cost! 
 The old Director referred the fathers to the School Inspector, but only after having 
defended the future substitute on the grounds that she had submitted examinations of the 
highest quality.  If some other young woman had done better, she would have been 
appointed.  No injustice had been committed, nothing unusual…. 
 – But yes! 
 The School Inspector, the cavaliere Claudio Torchiara, was from the area, and was a 
close friend of Gregorio Alvignani.  Naturally by the time the complaints reached him, they 
had been twisted into another form and tone altogether.  Did Alvignani really want to risk 
becoming unpopular with voters by using his influence so scandalously?  
 It was useless for Torchiara to protest that Alvignani had had nothing whatsoever to 
do with it, and that, indeed, Ms. Ajala’s position was not even a government appointment.  
Oh, come now!  If the Director of the school was going to talk that way, so be it.  But he, 
Torchiara, who was a Sicilian and from the town?  Come on!  Had he forgotten the recent 
scandals?  Had he lost his memory? 
 Had Ajala’s appointment come out of thin air then?  And if Torchiara had had a 
daughter, would he in good conscience send her to be taught by a woman about whom people 
had said such terrible things?  What a shining example for our daughters! 
 If Marta, evermore oppressed by their growing poverty, closed in her little room 
preparing those exams, had for even one moment entertained the thought that she would soon 
meet almost exactly the same cowardice and abuse, this time in another guise, perhaps her 
spirits would have been dashed.  But her youthful boldness was spurred on by, on the one 
hand, her eagerness to rise above her present condition through her own efforts, and on the 
other, by the poverty into which she and her family had been plunged, by the understanding 
of her own worth and the sanctity of the sacrifice she was making for her mother and sister.  
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At that moment, she was thinking only about passing the test; she would only be able to carry 
out her plan once she had done so. 
 Now, though, she understood the disappointed astonishment of her mother and sister 
when she had announced her ambitious plan to them.  And she had not yet even heard the 
slanders with which the respectable people of the town were arming themselves to attack her, 
to shove her back down into the mud from which she was so determined to escape! 
 In the meantime, the old caretaker, Sabetti senior, came to her sadly with the 
announcement that the position she had been promised was to be awarded to one Ms. 
Breganze, a niece of one of the members of the city council. 
 In the interim, at the unexpected news that Marta intended to become a teacher, 
Rocco Pentàgora’s pity, which was on the verge of becoming remorse, was turned into 
contempt at his having been so suddenly pushed aside.  
 He did not see in Marta’s decision how dire her straits in fact were, financially, nor 
her urgency to provide even the most basic needs for her family (which he himself would 
have been happy to provide, in secret, naturally).  Instead he saw only her insolent and 
contemptuous determination to defy the whole village.  It was as if she were saying, “I don’t 
need anything or anyone but myself, and my family.  I don’t care about your condemnation.”  
And he felt as though he had been left out of her plans; not only did he feel not looked after, 
but he also felt openly disregarded and despised by his wife!  And a restless anger began to 
overcome him, which manifested itself particularly in an incomprehensible disdain for the 
profession she had chosen. 
 – A teacher!  A teacher! – he grumbled. – The woman who was once my wife now 
wants to be a teacher! 
 And he had no peace after that, as if her being a teacher somehow dishonored the 
name she had once carried.  
 But how could he stop her?  How could he bring himself back to life, and make her 
feel like she could not ignore him?  How could he make her feel that she could not break this 
chain, not escape from the dead weight of a bond to which she had not, in any case, been 
faithful? 
 And his rage grew….  A new scandal?  Some new punishment?  Could he bring 
himself to fan the flames of the slander that had resulted from the presumed relationship 
between Marta and Avignani by publishing the letters the latter had written to her?  No!  No!  
The ridicule such an act would engender would fall more openly on him than on her.  In any 
case, everyone in town believed that the scandalous relationship had happened, and to 
participate in the spreading of the slander would only have made him feel more keenly his 
powerlessness against a woman who openly did not care for him or for anyone else.  Instead 
it would be better for everyone if the vilification died down.  Yes… but how?  And here a 
surge and immediate rejection of contradictory proposals filled his head, some dictated by his 
hatred of Avignani, and equally savage, some were dictated by his anger.  Some were the 
result of the pain of his lost love, and some were even the result of his generosity. 
 Some evenings he would leave the house, directionless.  Suddenly he would find 
himself on the road leading to the outskirts of town, close to Francesco Ajala’s tannery. What 
had he come here for?  Oh, if only he could see her!.... Look, there was the old house….  
Now she was living farther down…just past the church….  And carefully he would continue 
walking, peering into the few lit balconies under cover of darkness.  At the first sound of 
footsteps on the lonely road, however far in the distance, he would turn back, careful not to 
be seen in that neighborhood, and would return to his house. 
 But the next day, the he would do the same thing all over again. 
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 Why this obsession with seeing Marta again?  Or better still, with being seen by her 
again?  He himself didn’t know.  He imagined her dressed all in black, as Niccolino had seen 
her that day in the church. 
 – More beautiful than ever before, you know? 
 But she would certainly not have looked at him; she would have lowered her eyes as 
soon as she saw him from across the room.  Would he dare stop her on the street?  Madness!  
And what would people have thought?  And what would he have said? 
 It was in this frame of mind that one morning he found himself at the house of Anna 
Veronica. 
 Seeing him there, pale and clearly upset, Anna stood. 
 – What do you want with me? 
 – Please excuse the inconvenience….  Sit, sit please.  I’ll get a chair myself. 
 But all of the chairs were covered with piles and piles of linens, and Anna had to get 
up herself in order to free a place for him. 
 – What beautiful things…. – said Rocco, embarrassed. 
 – They belong to the Baronessa Troisi. 
 – For her daughter? 
 Anna nodded, and Rocco let out a sigh; his brow furrowed and his face darkened.  He 
remembered the preparations for his own wedding, and Marta’s trousseau. 
 – Here’s your chair, said Anna, with an awkward haste. 
 Rocco sat down sullenly.  He didn’t know where to begin.  He sat for a moment with 
his eyebrows furrowed, his eyes lowered, his shoulders sagging, as if he were waiting for 
some great weight to fall on his back.  Anna Veronica, still startled, scanned his face. 
 – You… know already… I imagine – he finally began, emphasizing each word, 
without raising his eyes.  I know that you’re the friend of… and so…. 
 He broke off.  He couldn’t continue in that tone, with that attitude.  He shook himself, 
raised his head, and looked Anna directly in the face. 
 – Listen, Signora maestra, I believe that…. that is, I don’t believe the things that 
people are saying against…Marta now…about this new crazy passion of hers. 
 – Ah, – said Anna, shaking her head with a wistful smile.  – You call it crazy, do you? 
 – Oh, it’s worse than crazy! – Rocco shot back angrily.  – I’m sorry, but…. 
 – I don’t know what people are saying, – responded Anna.  – I can only imagine….  
And you do well not to believe it, Signor Pentàgora.  All the more so since no one can know 
better than you…. 
 – We must not speak of that!  We must not speak of it, please! – Rocco begged her, 
holding his hands out in front of him.  – I didn’t come here to talk about the past. 
 – And so?  I beg your pardon, but if you yourself say that you don’t believe…. – 
Anna attempted to continue. 
 – Believe what?  Do you know what people are saying? – Rocco asked with a voice 
that had suddenly changed.  – That her association with Alvignani has continued!  There, I’ve 
said it! 
 – Continued? 
 – Yes, Signora.  And why?  It’s this obsession of hers with calling attention to 
herself!  “But you know what is weighing on you now,” they say to her, “what you have 
done!  How do you find the courage even to go out in the square and face the terrible gossip 
of the village?”  People are talking… and I believe it!  How did she get that appointment? 
 – But everyone knows! – retorted Anna, sneering scornfully.  – It’s the only way 
anyone can get a post these days!  And it’s those people, those many upholders of honesty all 
over our village, who show us how things are done, how to get positions like these!  “Might 
as well,” they say, “because look… whether you do it or not, it’s all the same.  For us, it will 
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be the same whether you’ve done it or not.”  Silly Marta, then, who didn’t do it, right?  What 
good did being honest do her?  Who believes she didn’t do it? 
 – I don’t believe what they are saying, I’ve already told you, – responded Rocco, his 
face darkening even more.  – And yet I maintain that if people are talking it isn’t entirely 
their fault….  What can you expect them to understand about whether an exam result was 
good or bad, really?  The scandal, that’s all they can think about!  The intrigue!  And you, 
Signora, you don’t want to see it from this other angle…. That’s why you can make excuses 
for her…. 
 – Oh, it’s not only that. – shouted Anna, rising, – but also that I admire her, Signor 
Pentàgora!  I admire Marta, and I sing her praises!  Because I know that poor girl’s 
conscience.  I know her remorse for the others who suffer unjustly because of her.  But there 
is neither stain nor sin there, hand to God!  There I find only the pain of the offenses made 
against her, of the outrages she has suffered!  And I hear a shout in the darkness: “Enough!”  
But do you know what they have been reduced to?  Do you know that they don’t even have 
food to eat?  Who did you expect would provide for her mother and her sister?  Who would 
lift them up a little bit out of their poverty and misery?  I know, I know the sacrifice she had 
to make, my poor Marta!  Or would you have had her let them all die of starvation just to 
please you and the rest of the village? 
 Rocco Pentàgora was on his feet now too, his mind a mess, his pale face splotched 
with red.  He paced the room nervously, skimming the backs of the chairs with his hands, his 
fingers a blur of motion.  Then he drew near to Anna with a menacing look in his eyes, and 
grabbed both of her hands in his. 
 – Listen to me, Signora maestra…  For pity’s sake, tell her…  Tell her to give up this 
idea of…of being a teacher.  So that… so that these people talking won’t have anything to 
talk about, and… and that I’ll provide, say it just like that, for the needs of the family, 
without… without letting anyone know….  Not even my father, you understand!  I promise 
on the saintly soul of Francesco Ajala!  I am not doing this for love, believe me!  I am doing 
this for her reputation and for mine….  Tell her so…. 
 Anna Veronica promised to deliver the message, and not long after, repeating his 
instructions and promises, he went away, seeming more upset and obsessed than when he had 
arrived.  




Just as soon as Rocco Pentàgora had gone, Anna Veronica ran as fast as her feet would carry 
her to the Ajalas. 
 – Where is Marta? – she whispered to Maria, putting a finger to her lips. 
 – In her room…. Why? 
 – Shhhh!  Quiet! 
 She motioned for Agata to come nearer, and she looked around nervously. 
 – Let me sit down….  I’m trembling all over….  Oh, my dears, if you only knew!  
You’ll never guess who came to see me, just a moment ago.  Marta’s husband! 
 – Rocco?  Rocco himself? – exclaimed everyone at once, still whispering.  Maria and 
her mother were shocked. 
 Anna put her finger to her lips again. 
 – Like a crazy person, – she added, waving her hands in the air.  – Oh, I was so 
afraid!  He still loves her, let me tell you!  If it weren’t for….  But listen… so… he came to 
see me.  He said, “I don’t believe the slanderous things people are saying….” 
 – And?  And? – was all her hopeful mother could manage.  
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 – Exactly: “and?” I asked him, just as you would have.  But he says, “Marta,” – wait a 
minute! – “Marta,” he says, “must not expose herself to the malice of those people… in short, 
that she shouldn’t be a teacher….  It offends him and saddens him.  But enough of this.  Do 
you know, my dears, what he has proposed to me?  That I persuade Marta to drop the idea….  
He will provide, he says, for all of your needs himself, just so there won’t be any more of this 
evil gossip. 
 – Is that all? – sighed Signora Agata.  – Ah, so with just a little bit of money, handed 
out in secret as if we were charity cases he thinks he can close people’s mouths?  And the day 
after won’t people just say that the money is coming from someone else’s pocket?  Stupid, 
cowardly boy! 
 – No!  No!  – replied Anna.  – Don’t say that….  He loves her, take my word for it….  
But there is that Jewish dog of a father of his, you understand?  And as long as he’s 
around….  If Marta would at least write him a note…. 
 – Who?  
 – Him!  Her husband!  To…soften him a little.  A letter like only she can write…. 
This would be just the moment!  “You know very well,” it needs to say, “what is and isn’t 
true… and now see how they’re treating me?  What they’re saying about me?”  Oh, if she 
would write him just a few words….  And all the more because he asked for a response….  
What do you think? 
 – Marta will never do it. – said Maria, shaking her head. 
 – Well let’s at least try! – Anna replied.  – Should I be the one to speak to her?  
Where is she? 
 – She’s in there, – nodded Signora Agata.  – But I’m worried that now is not the right 
time…. 
 – I’ll go in alone, – added Anna, standing up. 
 Marta was stretched out on her little bed with her arms folded over a pillow and her 
face hidden.  As soon as she heard the door open she pulled her arms in closer and buried her 
face deeper. 
 – Marta, it’s me, – said Anna, closing the door softly. 
 – Leave me alone, Anna, please! – Marta responded without raising her head, 
fidgeting on the bed.  – And please don’t try to make me feel better! 
 – No, no, – Anna Veronica was quick to reply as she approached the little bed and 
placed her hand gently on Marta’s shoulder.  – I only wanted to see you…. 
 – I don’t want to see anyone!  I can’t bear to listen to anyone, not now! – replied 
Marta feverishly.  – Leave me alone, for goodness’ sake! 
 Anna quickly withdrew her hand, and said, 
 – You’re right…. 
 She waited a moment, and then went on, sighing, 
 – It’s too good….  It would have been too easy!  You imagined that people wouldn’t 
block your way on the path that you created yourself, through your own hard work, your own 
intelligence and courage….  But what have these things gotten you, my dear?  It’s protection 
you need!  And do you have that?  No….  But there’s no other way of moving forward.  And 
remember, everyone will always judge you as they see fit…. 
 Marta suddenly raised her head from her cheek and said angrily, 
 – But they promised that position to me! 
 – Yes, – Anna replied quickly, – and in fact just that one simple unkept promise was 
enough, because then the people began to shout that you were being protected by someone…. 
 – Me? – said Marta, not comprehending at first and looking deep into Anna 
Veronica’s eyes.  Then she screamed.  – Ah!... I… I… – and she couldn’t say anything more, 
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but pressed her face into her hands.  Then she exploded, – Of course!  Yes… yes… of course 
people believe that!  Someone is spreading this new lie about me! 
 – He isn’t, though, ok?  Your husband isn’t, – said Anna quickly.  – He came to see 
me just to tell me so. 
 – Rocco? – Marta exclaimed, stunned, trying in vain to furrow her eyebrows.  – 
Rocco came to see you? 
 – Yes, yes, just a little while ago… to tell me that he doesn’t believe them. 
 – To see you?  Rocco did? 
 Her astonishment was still getting in the way of her understanding the reason for his 
visit. 
 – And what does he want? 
 – He wants… – Anna responded, – he wants you to…. 
 Marta was silent for a moment. 
 – Do you want to know what he wants? – Marta lashed back, her eyes flashing.  – 
He’s lost his courage.  On the one hand, he feels remorse, and on the other…. I’ve tried to 
keep my head held high, haven’t I?  But he wants me to bow!  He wants to throw me back 
down to the ground, down!  Down!  Back into the mud where he threw me in the first place!  
This is what he wants!  I’m not so much as to breathe, not permitted to remove from my 
forehead, here, this brand, the brand he thinks he’s stamped me with!  This is what he wants!  
Oh, and if I give him this satisfaction of lying flat in the mud, like a frog that he can crush 
under his boot if he so chooses, if I would only give him that satisfaction… then he would be 
able to take care of me, to buy me clothes to wear and food to eat, for me and my mother and 
my sister…. 
 Anna stared at her, surprised and saddened. 
 – Isn’t that what he wants? – Marta pressed her.  – Have I guessed it?  Do you really 
want to tell me?  I can read his mind like a book.  It’s clear as day what’s going through his 
head! 
 – But if only you would write this to him…. – risked a suddenly timid Anna. 
 – Me?  Write to him? 
 – Because he wants a response…. 
 – He wants a response from me? – asked Marta scornfully.  – Me, write to him?  But 
I… look, instead of that… since nothing has gotten through to these people, and just like me, 
Mamma and Maria have had to lower themselves to servitude… I, well, there’s one more 
person I can write.  I can write to Rome, to him. 
 – No, Marta! – Anna exclaimed, distressed. 
 – No… no… – Marta quickly took back her threat and turned back over on the bed, 
burying her face once again in the pillows.  No… I know.  It’s better to die of starvation….  
 Anna Veronica didn’t know how to respond.  Her compassionate eyes drifted over the 
bed and rested on that lovely young body, wracked with sobbing.  With one hand she pulled 
out a corner of Marta’s skirt that had been tucked up under her leg and covered her leg with 
it. 
 She sighed and left the room. 
 When she came back in, neither Signora Agata nor Maria asked her anything.  The 
three of them sat in silence for a long while, staring into space. 
 – And what if you went to see Torchiara? – suggested Anna, finally breaking the 
silence. 
 Signora Agata stared at her, as if to say, “What for?” 
 – It’s an injustice, – Anna went on.  – Torchiara will have to tell you something…. 
Also, for you to feel that you….  Do you think you can go on like this? 
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 For two days, in fact, Marta had barely eaten, would do nothing more than throw 
herself on the bed, where she lay motionless. 
 – What do you want me to say? – sighed Signora Agata.  – The position has been 
given to someone else at this point… 
 – But it was promised to Marta first! – said Anna.  – He will explain it to you….  I 
know, I know, I don’t want to give you false hope, but at least he will tell you something… 
something that can lift this poor girl’s spirits.  Up, my dear!  Let’s at least try!  Yes, right 
now!  I know, it’s a sacrifice…. 
 – For me? – said Signora Agata disconsolately, getting up and holding out her arms. 
 Nothing meant anything to her at this point.  She no longer had the will to do 
anything.  She placed her widow’s bonnet over her hair, which had turned grey just over 
these last few months. 
 – I’ll go right away. 
 She scuttled through the streets avoiding people’s glances as if she truly had 
something to be ashamed of.  There were so many… the whole village supported this 
injustice, this condemnation.  Even her husband, the man who had never asked anyone for 
anything, who never bowed to anyone, even he had hidden himself away from it.  What was 
she in the face of this?  Only a poor woman, saddened by this injustice, saddened by the 
tragedy of it.  And she was ashamed, yes, ashamed of her poverty, ashamed of the very 
clothes on her back.  Marta… Marta should have resigned herself to this.  She should have 
stayed humble and waited for the slow justice of time.  The three of them could have worked 
together, in the shadows, and made the best of things without going and breathing new life 
into this war. 
 Here was Torchiara’s house.  She climbed the stairs with effort, out of breath, and 
stood before the front door.  Before she rang the bell she hid her face in her hands. 
 – Is he alone? – was the first thing she asked the servant who opened the door. 
 – No, he is with Professor Blandino, – she responded. 
 – Then… shall I wait here? 
 – As you wish….  In any case, I will let him know you are here. 
 Not long after, cavaliere Claudio Torchiara entered, drawing back the curtain that 
hung by the door with one hand and with the other pushing back up his nose eyeglasses with 
lenses so thick that in correcting his extreme myopia they made his eyes appear incredibly 
small.  He called out, 
 – Please do come in, Signora!  Welcome! 
 He took her by the hand and led her forward to the settee in the study. 
 Signora Agata, bowing her head with a melancholy smile, sat in a corner of the sofa. 
 – Professor Luca Blandino, – added Torchiara, by way of introduction. 
 – We know each other…. – interrupted the bald, bearded Blandino, who offered his 
hand distractedly to the embarrassed woman sitting opposite him.  – Francesco Ajala’s 
widow?  He was a great man, your husband. 
 Torchiara let out a sigh and pushed his thick, gold-rimmed glasses up his nose for a 
second time.  There was a moment of silence, during which Signora Agata tried with 
difficulty to keep her tears in check. 
 – How true it is, – Blandino went on, his eyes closed, his arms folded, – how true it is 
that our conduct is judged by others as either just or unjust, and not by virtue of its intrinsic 
nature, but according to its external circumstance….  How have we judged Francesco Ajala?  
We have judged him using a vocabulary that serves us communally, speaking of duties, and 
of obligations, that is to say, without cracking the particular code prescribed to him by his 
own nature, and modified, edited, so to say, by his education and experience.  This, however 
unfortunately, is how we judge people! 
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 And with that, he stood up. 
 – Are you leaving? – asked Torchiara. 
 Blandino did not respond, but began to pace the room with his eyebrows drawn 
together and his eyes half-closed.  He was so absorbed in thought that he was not aware in the 
slightest of how inappropriate his presence there was, and what pain and embarrassment it 
caused the signora.  
 – So then, I imagine that you do me the honor of this visit on behalf of your dear 
daughter.  Is that not so, Signora? – Torchiara asked softly, eyeing her with an air of both 
resignation and of apology for the presence of Blandino, as if to say, “Patience!  We must 
excuse the man; he can’t help it….” 
 Torchiara, however, didn’t regret Blandino’s presence in the slightest.  In fact, he had 
purposely asked Blandino to stay once this new guest was announced in order to ensure that 
the visit didn’t go on for too long and that it wasn’t too overwhelmingly painful for his, 
Torchiara’s that is, delicate sensibilities.  And now it fell to him to take away that poor 
mother’s last hope….  But it was too early, yes that’s right, too early for an appointment even 
if it were temporary, for a simple substitute….  It’s a difficult career, teaching, so difficult….  
She would just have to wait a little longer, that’s all….   Oh, the future would be full of great 
opportunities for that young schoolteacher, no doubt!  What’s that?  The Breganze girl?  Ah 
yes… And at this line of questioning, so painful to his tender sensibilities, the cavaliere 
Torchiara scratched his head with one finger and for a third time pushed his spectacles up his 
nose.  Yes, Ms. Breganze, the niece of his friend, Councilman Breganze… No, his influence 
had nothing to do with it, of course not!  It was precedence alone, a question of precedence, 
you see….  Not of ability, no!  As far as Ms. Breganze goes, she too is a fantastic teacher, 
so….  But he knew well that the abilities of young Ms. Ajala were incomparably superior….  
Yes, yes they were! 
 As Luca Blandino walked the room immersed in thought, his hands joined behind his 
back, the occasional fragment of a sentence would reach him.  What did get through to him at 
the odd interval only caused him to knit his brow still more vigorously.  He understood 
nothing of the content of this painful dialogue, noting only the expressions of anguished 
dismay, of profound desperation on the face of Signora Ajala when she eventually rose and 
bowed her head in salutation. 
 – Auff! – snorted Tirchiara, returning to the study after having graciously 
accompanied the signora to the door.  – I can’t stand any more of this whole damned 
business!  I feel for her, of course, the poor lady.  But what does she expect me to do?  If her 
daughter….  You know what I mean!  We must bear the curse of living in a small town, 
where certain things simply cannot be either forgiven or forgotten….  I can’t take a stand 
against the whole town, like Horace taking on all of Beotia alone! 
 – What’s this all about? – asked Blandino. 
 – Oh it’s nothing, my friend.  A trifle.  The biggest trifle of all time, unfortunately, 
that has strolled in wearing a black cloak.  What’s it about?  It’s about bread.  But what can I 
do about it, good God in his heaven?  I offer my sympathy… and that’s all I can do! 
 And he explained to Blandino the reason for Signora Ajala’s visit. 
 – What?  And you just sent her away like that? – bellowed Blandino in reply.  – You, 
you, you….  I am shocked….  How could you…?  For God’s sake!  Action must be taken!  
We must solve this… and quickly! 
 Torchiara burst into laughter. 
 – And where do you propose to go now? 
 The agitated Blandino was now literally running around the room. 
 – My hat…. Where did I leave my hat? 
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 – Your head!  Your head! – cried out Torchiara, still laughing.  – You should be 
looking for your head instead! 
 He seized his friend by the arm. 
 – Now you see?  And you wonder why they call you crazy!  First you took the side of 
the husband, in the duel, and now you defend the wife? 
 – But I don’t judge things the way you do! – Blandino shouted at him.  – I judge 
everything according to its circumstance!  I don’t draw lines in the sand arbitrarily like you 
do: up to here is good, but past this point, no, that’s bad….  Let me act like a crazy person!  
The first thing I’m going to do is write an insulting letter to Gregorio Alvignani ….  Oh that 
Alvignani, great man that he is, able to escape so easily after having plunged that poor family 
into poverty and disgrace!  Did you know that he used to throw letters down to her from his 
window, like a smitten schoolboy?  Goodbye, Torchiara, goodbye! 





 Out of the blue, around three months later, Marta received an appointment from the 
Director of the College. 
 The old caretaker Signora Sabetti, who had been so sad to take Marta the bad news of 
the Breganze girl receiving the position that was rightfully hers, came in this time shouting 
joyfully. 
 – Signorina!  Signorina!  You’re coming to our school!  To our school, my beautiful 
signorina!  Here, read this note!   
 The news was like a sudden ray of sunshine in that time of squalor and misery.  
Marta’s face flamed like burning coal. 
 – What luck! – old Sabetti went on, gesturing like mad.  – One of the teachers, a Ms. 
Flori, who teaches in the second preparatory, is heading back north… somewhere!  Her 
transfer request was granted, God be praised!  And the students will be able to breathe 
again…. 
 – I am to report to the school…. today!  – Marta announced upon having read the 
note, her voice trembling from the excitement. 
 – Yes, ma’am! – added the old caretaker.  – And you will see that it is just as I’ve told 
you!  I’m sure of it! 
 – But how…? – Marta asked.  – Was this Ms. Flori really transferred? 
 – She’s been moved, yes ma’am!  And it’s a good thing, let me tell you, for our 
girls…  What a bore she was!  Dull, dull, dull! – But with the school year already 
begun? – Marta observed, not knowing what to think. 
 – Maybe it was Torchiara…. – Signora Agata let slip out. 
 And she relayed the whole story to her daughter of the secret visit to the School 
Inspector.  
 Not long after, while Marta was dressing to go to the school and the commotion had 
died down, she asked herself to whom she owed this appointment, late though it was.  Could 
it have come from Rome… from him?  And she shook at the very thought of it, so badly, in 
fact, that she suddenly became too weak to fasten her stays. 
 The battle began again the moment she began teaching. 
 Already the other teachers at the school, virtuous plain old maids most of them, 
quickly came to dislike Marta.  The Lord be with you, the Lord be with you; the briefest of 
greetings in the morning, delivered from tight-lipped mouths, and nothing more.  A cold, 
barely discernable nod of the head, and even that was too much!  A disgrace to teachers 
 
 238 
everywhere!  A disgrace to the whole school!  The world?  Yes, nothing but intrigue, 
everywhere!  People will do anything to get to the top!  Yes, but they must do it honestly!  Or 
rather, honorably…. 
 And, under their breaths, of course, they commented with biting venom on the way 
that the Director and the other professors of the school had treated this Ajala woman from the 
very first day!  And they lamented the loss of that dear Signorina Flori, whom they would 
never see again.  Poor Signorina Flori, alas! 
 New and increasingly indignant complaints came from the families of the students, 
but they were all in vain.  And the girls themselves (who had made sure to be absent for a few 
days after Marta’s appointment had been announced by the school) little by little resumed 
their lessons, but with openly bad manners and wearing their resentment towards their new 
teacher on their sleeves: behavior all too clearly incited by their parents.  
 Marta’s affability failed to win them over from the very beginning; her care and 
forbearance counted for nothing.  They openly and rudely recoiled at her touch, they were 
deaf to her kind warnings, they just shrugged their shoulders at the very rare threat.  And the 
worst of them would wait until recess in the yard, when they would speak badly of her just 
loudly enough for her to hear, or to tease her they would run to a group of the older teachers 
and fawn over them, heaping them with praise and attention, leaving her to walk the 
playground alone. 
 Returning home after six hours of this punishment, Marta had to make a violent effort 
to hide her exasperated spirit from her mother and sister. 
 But one day she returned home early from the school, her eyes ablaze and her face 
flushed, and trembling with a rage she could barely contain.  As soon as her mother and Anna 
Veronica asked her what had happened, she broke into convulsive sobs, her hat still on her 
head. 
 Her patience finally exhausted, and seeing that her kind ways with the students were 
getting her nowhere, she grudgingly agreed to take the Director’s advice, and to treat the 
students a little more severely.  For a week now, she had been very careful with one student 
in particular,  who just happened to be the daughter of the same Councilman Breganze, a thin, 
blonde, irritable girl, who was all nerves.  Egged on by her classmates, she had even gone so 
far as to be directly and loudly impertinent on more than one occasion. 
 – And I pretended not to hear….  But at the end of class today, not long before the 
lesson ended, I just couldn’t tolerate her anymore.  I yelled at her.  She responded by 
laughing at me and staring back at me insolently.  You should have heard her!  “Leave the 
room, now!”  “I don’t want to!”  “Oh no you don’t!”  And I came down from the dais to 
remove her from the classroom myself.  But she held onto the bench for dear life and shouted 
at me, “Don’t touch me!  I don’t want your filthy hands anywhere near me!”  “Oh you don’t?  
Out, then, out!  Leave the classroom!” and I tried to make her let go of the bench.  Then she 
started screaming in earnest, stomping her feet and twisting her body.  All of the other girls 
got up from their benches and gathered around us.  The Breganze girl finally left the room, 
threatening me all the while, and followed by the rest of the girls.  She went straight to the 
Director.  He defended me while they were there, but once they had gone he told me that I 
had crossed the line a little bit, that I must not, he said, raise my hand to any child….  Me, 
harm a child?  I never touched her!  In the end, he accepted my version of events, but God, 
God!  How can I continue like this?  I just can’t do it anymore! 
 The next day, of course, the girl’s father, Ippolito Onorio Breganze, Senior Counselor 
and Cavaliere to the Crown, went in to make a scene in the Director’s office. 
 He was furious. 
 The sheer obesity of his body did not allow him to gesticulate with the vehemence he 
would have liked.  He had short arms and short legs, and he carried with him a rotund globe 
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of a pot belly, which he hauled up and down the length of the office with difficulty, huffing 
and puffing as his shoes squeaked at every step.  What, raise a hand to the face of his child?  
God himself, God himself didn’t have the right!  Even he, who was the child’s father, had 
never dared go so far!  Have we perhaps returned to those halcyon days of the Jesuits, when 
teaching meant little more than striking students across their open palms or backsides with a 
switch?  He wanted swift and ample retribution!  Oh yes, in the name of the Lorrrrd!  If Ms. 
Ajala had friends in such high places, then he, Cavaliere to the Crrrrown would demand his 
rrrrightly owed rrrrecompense from an even higher power, much higher (and here he 
attempted to raise his fat little arm, to no avail…) – Yes Sir, higher!  In the name of wounded 
Morality, and not only the Morality of the school, but of the whole town! 
 And squee, squee, squee – squeaked his shoes. 
 The Director could not manage to calm him down.  It almost made him laugh: in the 
village, it was widely thought that he was not even the true father of the child.  But Ippolito 
Onorio Breganze, Senior Counselor and Cavaliere to the Crown, now purple in the face, 
would not be content with a simple reprimand for the teacher, meted out in private.  No, he 
wanted, rather he demanded a serious punishment!  And not just for in the name of his own 
dear little innocent girl, but also for the “moral health, Signor Director, of the whole of this 
scandalized town!”  Did the Director perhaps not fully understand what had occurred?  Did 
he not know the kind of woman to whom he had entrusted those tender minds and delicate 
souls? 
 – It is an im-mo-ral-i-ty! – he intoned in the end at full voice, emphasizing each 
syllable.  – If you do not rrrremedy this situation, Sir, I will rrrremedy it myself.  I will be 
making a formal complaint with the School Inspector!  My rrrregards, Sir! 
 And clamping his top hat down onto his head, puhm!, he stormed out of the office just 
as a janitor was entering.  They collided with such force that it was only by some miracle that 
both weren’t thrown to the ground.   
 – Excuse me, Sir. 
 – Excuse me, Sir. 
 And squee, squee, squee… 
 Two days later the Director of the school was summoned by the School Inspector. 
 For two months Torchiara had been noting with consternation the serious harm that 
the appointment of Ms. Ajala was having across the community for Alvignani’s political 
aspirations.  “Good Sir,” he would remind himself again and again, “the heart has always 
been the worst enemy of the head!”  For cavaliere Torchiara absolutely delighted in 
formulating aphorisms, and usually inserted the phrase “Good Sir” before each, even when he 
was relating them to a lady, or, as a solitary pastime, to himself. 
 The visit of a furious Counselor Breganze had thrown him headlong into a sea of 
turmoil.  Would the whole municipality thus be turned against Alvignani?  He had naturally 
promised Breganze reparation and satisfaction, and had now sent for the Director of the 
school.  Sifting through and evaluating the merits of the contradictory versions of the story, 
he had written to Alvignani as a precautionary measure and hoping, as the saying goes, to 
save both the kid and the cabbages.  The cabbages, in this case, were the votes with which 
Gregorio Alvignani had been elected Deputy. 
 The Director, although tired at this point of all of the trouble that this teacher, albeit 
involuntarily, had caused him, as a matter of conscience defended Marta against the 
allegations set forth by the School Inspector. 
 – I understand, I understand, – responded cavaliere Torchiara.  – But sometimes 
talent, Good Sir, and good will cannot suffice; sometimes it is necessary to consider… to 
consider a person’s private life, which, Good Sir, has a definite influence, carries some 
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weight, and a very great weight at that, with regard to the esteem in which the students hold 
the teacher.  Am I making myself clear? …which….   
 But the Director had not been a resident of the village for very long, and did not know 
the teacher’s history.  Rather, he admired her great ability, and believed that she deserved 
every consideration! 
– And we will of course take that into account! – exclaimed the cavaliere Torchiara.  
– How could we not?  We will of course take that into account, and so much the more 
because I know the sad conditions in which she and her family currently reside, and which….  
Have no fear, it is nothing that cannot be taken care of with, for example, a transfer that is 
advantageous to the teacher….  In the meantime, Good Sir, you need to spend some time in 
our little community, outside of the school… and… and pay attention to the claims that the 
public are making, which….  Very well, it seems nevertheless that this teacher, although I 
certain do not deny that she was provoked and also that in a certain sense her actions might 
be excusable… it seems that she… yes, I mean to say… she might have crossed the line just 
the tiniest little bit…  And of course Counselor Breganze, Good Sir, is a person of some 
importance, eh!… and what’s more, and I am thinking of what’s best for the teacher as well, 
it would be best to give him some little satisfaction, just to make sure that the matter doesn’t 
escape, shall we say, the confines of the scholastic sphere, if I am making myself clear….  
Listen, let’s go ahead and have you persuade Ms. Ajala to take some time off for illness, shall 
we say fifteen or so days?  And in the meantime we’ll call in a substitute, because of course 
we don’t want the poor students to suffer in terms of their coverage of the curriculum, 
which….  In the meantime, just let me take care of everything.  Does that sound alright? 
 And that very day he wrote a long, confidential letter to his dear Gregorio, imploring 
him to do everything in his power to obtain a transfer for the “young lady he had 
recommended” – and who was now poised to do such harm to his political prospects.  He, 
Torchiara, had no illusions as to the difficulties that this request posed.  But surely to him, to 
Alvignani that is, after the splendid speech he had delivered in the Chamber of Deputies in 
the debate surrounding the budget for public education (a speech with which in a single blow 
– and no, he was not saying this to flatter his dear Gregorio! – he had carved out a true place 
for himself in the parliament, as all of the newspapers agreed), no difficulty could prove 
insurmountable.  For the rest of that year, at least, Ms Ajala could serve as substitute in the 
Collegio Nuovo in Palermo (where there was a vacancy). 
 While waiting for this momentous decision to be made, Marta was forced to prolong 
her “illness” another fifteen days.  After around a month, two letters arrived from the 
honorable Alvignani; one for Marta, and one for School Inspector Torchiara. 
 Upon receiving that letter, a feeling of acute distress fell upon Marta.  Disappointed in 
her powerlessness in the face of the blatant injustice of everyone around her, revolted by her 
undeserved punishment, at this point she felt poisoned with hatred and anger.  But that letter 
also seemed to be a weapon she could use to get her revenge. 
 It had been composed thoughtfully and carefully; there wasn’t a single hint at the past 
that could have hurt her at that moment.  But instead, underneath the bitter reflections on life 
and on human nature, there was a clear understanding of the state of mind in which she found 
herself!  It was better, much better, to close oneself in an endless dream, high above the 
vulgarity and the common miseries of everyday life, above the yoke of the law, which pushes 
everyone under its jurisdiction equally down into the mud, a protective net for dwarves, an 
obstacle to cut through for anyone who wanted to ascend toward an ideal. 
 He told her that he knew how much she had been suffering since all of this had 
started, and he announced news of her new appointment, a transfer orchestrated so as to 
remove her from the mud in which she found herself mired.  He had taken this liberty upon 
himself, quite of his own accord, certain that he was acting according to her own desires, 
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even if she had never expressed those desires to him directly.  And he begged her to leave 
things as they now stood, to allow him to take watch over her from afar, and to remember her 
always.  Unfortunately, the means he had at hand to show her his high regard were meager 
and paltry. 
 And at the top of the page there was his motto, still so clear and easy to read: 
 
NIHIL – MIHI – CONSCIO 
 
 Marta, Maria and their mother had only one regret as they left their hometown: that 
they had to leave Anna Veronica. 
 Poor Anna!  She was the one always encouraging them to have faith, and not to be 
afraid, when at the bottom of her heart she was the one who was the most distressed.  They 
would have each other; she would remain alone, alone, alone, abandoned behind enemy lines.  
She would return to the silence, to the loneliness, to the long, sad, monotonous days…. 
 – But you’ll write to me! 
 And as she continued to say that she wasn’t going to cry, she wept and wept.  Her lips 
tightened to try and force a smile, but instead of smiling she unwittingly pushed out her lower 
lip in a pout and continued to sob. 
 She insisted on accompanying them to the train station at the foot of the hill on which 
the village stood.  During the cab ride there, no one said a word.  It was a humid, grey day, 
and the old coach bounced over the damp paving stones of the steep, wide road, continuously 
rattling the poorly hung panes of glass in the carriage windows and causing an unbearable 
racket. 
 When the train was finally ready to depart, Anna Veronica and Signora Agata who 
had continued clutching desperately to each other, each suffocating her sobs on the other’s 
shoulder, were separated almost violently by the conductor.  The steam engine was already 
whistling, ready to pull away from the platform. 
 Anna stood there, her face bathed in tears and her extended arms lowering little by 
little as the black line of train cars receded into the distance.  Her eyes focused on the little 
windows of the car into which her three friends had climbed, and from which they continued 
to wave their handkerchiefs.  One last flicker of white… and another…. 










A cheerful little house in the Via del Papireto;53 four rooms on the top floor with plenty of 
light, floors of Valencian tiles, and wallpaper that, yes, was a little bit faded in places, but 
wasn’t torn, and was of a pleasant enough color.  Signora Agata and Maria would share the 
least narrow of these rooms, and the room adjoining would serve both as Marta’s bedroom 
and study; it suited both purposes beautifully thanks to a balcony that opened onto the Via del 
Papireto.  As for the other two rooms, a dining room and a living room, they would have to 
be properly furnished as time went on.  The most attractive feature of the house was a terrace, 
complete with pillars and balustrades that looked from the street like a magnificent crown 
sitting atop the building.  Maria could grow such beautiful flowers here! 
 It was Marta who had found the house, guided by a distant memory.  Her father, who 
had brought her to Palermo on a trip many years previous, had wanted to show her the place 
where, as a young soldier, he had fought on the very day that Garibaldi had entered 
Palermo.54 
 There, at the entrance of that street, he had stood with two other volunteers shooting 
into a cloud of smoke issuing from the front windows of some far-off houses where the 
Bourbon soldiers had taken cover.  One after the other, his two companions had fallen, while 
he continued to fire round after round, almost as if waiting for the bullet with his name on it.  
Suddenly, he felt a light hand on his shoulder, and a voice saying: 
 – You must move to higher ground, young man; you’re too exposed here. 
 He had turned, and had seen him.  Garibaldi.  He was covered in dust, calm, but with 
furrowed brow, and as he moved away was himself exposed without a second thought in the 
very place that he had judged too dangerous for a mere volunteer. 
 Marta, in her turn, had wanted to take her mother and sister to that street, to show 
them that place.  By chance, raising her eyes she saw a sign that read “For Rent” right there, 
above the door of the house just at the entrance of the street.  And so they had rented that 
house in memory of their father, almost as if he had led them to it himself. 
 Marta felt less alone with that memory to warm her heart, as if someone were 
watching over her. 
 Having more or less organized themselves after the inevitable confusion of moving to 
their new home, all three of them began to stock the house with necessities.  The household 
furnishings that they had managed to salvage from the ruin of their old lives, like poor, sad 
survivors of a shipwreck to which so many memories still clung, were no longer sufficient for 
their new home. 
 The three of them always went out together to buy things, without knowing at first 
where they were going.  They would stop and look in the windows of this or that store, 
avoiding the temptation to go into the more upscale ones.  They would get lost wandering 
streets of the city, constantly surrounded by people they did not know and who all seemed to 
have somewhere to get to, but it was precisely amidst all of that constant motion, all of that 
constant noise and all of that confusion that they found a sort of relief.  No one here knew 
them.  They could go wherever they pleased, and stop to look all around them whenever and 
for however long they wished, freely and without receiving any hostile glances in return.  The 
                                                 
53 This street, between the small piazza of Porta Cuccia and Piazza D. Peranni is where Pirandello’s father 
Stefano fought as a “picciotto” alongside Garibaldi and the Thousand in the Battle of Palermo.  It was Garibaldi 
himself who saved Stefano, as the story here indicates.  See Giudice for a more detailed account of this incident. 
54 Garibaldi and his men fought the Bourbon soldiers for three days in the streets of Palermo, from the 27 th to the 
30th of May, 1860.   
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fact that her beauty elicited such admiration from the passers-by, however, secretly annoyed 
Marta to no end.  Sometimes, in order to be noticed less, she would leave the house without 
bothering to do her hair. 
 – That’s fine, that will do…. – Marta would say, quickly putting her hat on and 
quickly adjusting a few curls on her forehead before she going out.   
 But she noticed, even without wanting it to be so, that that little bit of disorder made 
her still more beautiful; it enhanced the grace of her appearance.  What her fleeting looks in 
the mirror told her, the looks of the passers-by, and her own glances at her reflections in the 
shop windows confirmed. 
 Meanwhile, at the Collegio Nuovo she had been accepted with kindness by the old 
Director, a true signora of manners and cultivation, a woman worthy of presiding over that 
fine educational institution, where they gathered and cultivated the finest flowers of the 
aristocracy and of the leading citizens of the area. 
 Marta’s manner and appearance immediately attracted the attention of the old 
Director, who made no attempt to conceal from Signora Agata how pleased she was to have 
“such a lovely young woman” like Marta as a teacher at her school.  The Director herself 
always took great care with her appearance; she was trim, tidy, and tasteful.  Furthermore, 
she firmly believed that everything in this world was made for the enjoyment of young 
people, and to stir up regret and longing in those poor old people, like herself.  She would say 
this smiling, but who could say from what depths of bitterness that smile arose!  As an old 
woman she was by no means ugly, in part because she was so outwardly kind and affable.  
But as a young woman, she likely was not particularly beautiful, which made her kindness 
the more to her credit. 
 With that simple tenderness that can so often be reassuring, she told Marta about the 
other teachers at the school, about the three male professors, and about the boarders, painting 
them all with festive language.  She spoke about the school schedule, and about a little bit of 
everything.  Finally, she gave Marta four days of vacation, so that she could put her new life 
in order. 
 Marta left the school dazzled by this cordial welcome, which she subsequently 
recounted to Maria, praising everything she had seen: the school building itself, how well 
appointed the classrooms were, the feeling of order that prevailed there.  And after her first 
day of teaching she returned home positively beaming at the welcome the students had given 
her following the flattering introduction of their new teacher by the Director. 
 Echoing Marta’s buoyant mood in that happy period, the earth and sky began to give 
the first hints of the renewal: winter was turning to spring.  The air was still cold and 
especially crisp in the morning when she set off to the Collegio.  But the sky was so clear and 
cloudless that it was always a pleasure to look upon it, and the air so pure and bracing that it 
was always a pleasure to fill one’s lungs with deep breaths.  It seemed that the soul of things, 
finally made serene by the happy promise of the season, had forgotten the winter, and 
composed itself into a mysterious, delightful harmony. 
 And what serenity it was!  What freshness of spirit in those days, what inner peace!  
The clear and happy sense of life that Marta had had as a child was now reawakened in her.  
She was getting her due.  She had beaten them.  She was learning to love life again, and now 
she wanted only to help others.  Oh, the whispered rustling of the new leaves at sunrise, as 
she passed under the trees of the Piazza Vittorio, then in front of the Norman Palace, and 
finally under those along the broad Corso Calatafimi, just beyond the Porta Nuova!55  The 
                                                 
55 As is noted in the Mondadori edition, the geography is slightly off here.  In reality, this is Piazza della 
Vittoria, where one finds Villa Bonanno, with its gardens and palm trees (“under the trees…”) to which the 
Palazzo Reale, which is of Arabic origin, but was extended and embellished by the Normans, forms the 
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cloister of mountains surrounding the city seemed to be breathing up there in the tender blue 
sky, as if the mountains themselves were not made of stone, but of softer stuff. 
 And just walking along like that, in no hurry, as Marta thought about the lessons that 
she would teach, and musing on her newfound sense of well-being, not only did her ideas 
bubble to the surface unimpeded, but so too did her words come rushing to her lips, along 
with the smiles that accompanied them.  She felt a pressing need to be loved by her students, 
and yet lingering there in the cool air of the street made her enjoy all the more the warmth of 
their reverent love for her, as it presented itself in the tepid air of the classroom.   
 The gloomy days had truly, truly passed; and spring had truly returned, for her as 
well.  It was not just the earth that was shrugging off the dark shadows of winter; Marta too 
had found it possible to free herself from the nightmare of those terrible memories. 
 At home, it seemed to Marta that her mother and Maria were also content, and this 
pleased her to the very bottom of her heart, in part because she knew that it was she who had 
made them so.  Each of the three of them lived for the other two, avoiding any memory of the 
past that might have led their thoughts back to the town all three had been born in.  One sole 
image from there remained dear to them: that of Anna Veronica, of whom they spoke often, 
reading and rereading the long letters she would send.  And so Anna continued to remain 
their only friend, their lone companion even in their almost instinctive separation from the 
world they knew. 
 They received only one visit from the other inhabitants of the building, and for a long 
time afterward, it was the source of much laughter.  Marta had only recently realized that she 
had a talent for discovering and then mimicking the absurdities hidden just below the surface 
of everything and everyone, and she could reproduce a person’s gestures and voice with an 
extraordinary imitative faculty.  The legs of Don Fifo Juè, who lived on the second floor, as 
well as his wife’s manner of sitting, her odd way of speaking and her extravagant gestures 
were replicated by her with such comic effect that her mother and Maria had to hold their 
sides they laughed so much. 
 – Enough, Marta, please! 
 Don Fifo Juè and his wife, who was called Maria Rosa, arrived at their door dressed 
in deep mourning, their eyes lowered, contrite expressions on both of their faces, as if they 
had come back from a funeral at that very moment. 
 – Courtesy call… we are the tenants of the second floor, – they said in faint, mournful 
voices to Maria, who had opened the door and then stood there perplexed before these two 
strangers.  At which point, both of their throats produced a sort of groan, followed by a brief 
sigh.   
 Introduced into what would become the sitting room, Don Fifo, who was tall and thin, 
sat with his legs pressed tightly together, his feet the same, and just touching the floor with 
the tips of his shoes.  His arms were tightly folded, like those of boy who had been sent to his 
room without dinner.  His pants were so tight that his legs appeared to have been sewn into 
them.  Donna Maria Rosa, on the other hand, was plump and rosy-hued, and had thrown over 
her shoulder her thick, black veil of crepe fabric that hung from her hat over face.  As she sat 
down, she let forth another plaintive sigh. 
 They had been man and wife for three months.  It had been only a year since Donna 
Maria Rosa’s first husband – Don Isidoro Juè, called Don Dorò by all who knew him, the 
elder brother of Don Fifo – had passed away. And over that course of that long visit Donna 
Maria Rosa spoke of nothing but her deceased husband and of her first marriage, with tears in 
her eyes and in her voice, as if Don Dorò had died yesterday.  Don Fifo sat motionless, and 
                                                                                                                                                       
backdrop.  Exiting from this palazzo, one finds the Porta Nuova on the left with its loggias on top; the Corso 
Calatafimi only begins after one has passed the Porta. 
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listened with lowered eyes and crossed arms to that interminable eulogy of his brother, as if 
he himself were the sarcophagus, and his wife the monument. 
 Oh, but no one, no one could list the innumerable virtues of Don Dorò (veerchoos – 
said Maria Rosa in her strong accent, the sound of her dialect creeping in).  She and Don 
Fifo, while Don Dorò lived, had done their best to give Don Dorò the attention and respect 
that he deserved.  He, Don Dorò, had been their guide in life, their teacher.  Husband, wife 
and brother-in-law had always lived together, one soul in three bodies. 
 – May he rest in the peace of the angels, Signora mia! 
 And Dorò himself, with his own two lips, bless his soul!, as he lay on his death bed 
had mumbled to the unhappy pair that was so soon to survive him, – Fifo, – he said, – I leave 
Maria Rosa to your care!  Take care of each other!  Take care of each other!  From now on, 
you must live for each other…. 
 – Oh, Signora mia! – burst forth Maria Rosa at this point in the story, already full to 
the brim with emotion, as she remembered those words.  She dried her eyes, which were now 
gushing like two fountains, with a handkerchief stitched with black around the border.  – For 
our part, – she took up again after a few moments, regaining her composure somewhat and 
loudly blowing her nose, – we, for out part, asked everyone we knew for advice, Signora mia.  
One by one, we asked them to give us the benefit of their experience, and tell us what in good 
conscience we two poor, lonely souls should do, abandoned as we were by that saintly man!  
And so there we were, related to each other by marriage… and we had to live together, under 
the same roof… people would start to talk….  And everyone, even the very best people we 
asked, truth be told, gave us the same advice, to take this next step.  All of them!  We’re both 
getting on in years, it’s true, but you know, Signora mia, how people gossip!  And if they 
don’t know the truth, they’ll just make it up!  And in this town especially…. 
 – Oh, it’s true everywhere!  – sighed Signora Agata.   
 – Everywhere, everywhere!  Well said, Signora mia… And so we were married not 
long ago… We needed to wait the nine months prescribed by law, although between us, you 
know, there wasn’t any danger, just as I told the gentlemen at City Hall.  God did not choose 
to bless me with children; Dorò was always far too sickly and weak for that, Signora mia…. 
In any case, to make a long story short, we got married. 
 It seemed like all of the parts of Don Fifo’s face – his lips, his tongue, his eyelids and 
nose – were held together with glue, and that if he were to speak he might just fall to pieces.  
Only his legs remained firmly glued, each to the other.  When all was said and done, of 
course, he just didn’t speak very much.  At a certain point, however, he burst out with the 
exclamation, 
 – Oh, what sadness, Signora, what sadness!  Christ only knows! 
 And it took every ounce of propriety and willpower Marta and Maria had not to burst 




Marta would have liked to make life as happy and comfortable for her mother and Maria as it 
had been once upon a time, when her father was alive and the tannery was prospering.  And 
to this end, she spared neither hard work nor sacrifice.  She had gotten permission from the 
Director of the College to give private lessons to some of the younger student in the lower 
grades of the school, and everything she earned from those lessons along with her monthly 
salary she handed over intact to her mother, whom she prohibited from complaining that 
Marta was working too hard, as she pointed out daily, without enjoying any of the fruits of 
her labors.  But her mother was deceived.  Not enjoying it?  Wasn’t the renewed faith her 
mother and sister had found in life, not to mention her own peace of mind, prize enough?  
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Wasn’t the sight of the smiles that now would come spontaneously to their lips “the fruits of 
her labors”?  She would have given the very blood from her veins to see them even more 
content, to see them enjoying those smiles in the presence of other smiles as well.  And 
secretly, she felt intoxicated by her own generosity, all the more because in the depths of her 
soul she had never gotten over her anger at her father's blind condemnation, at his plunging 
their family into poverty. 
 If music was the only thing that Maria truly loved, well then, Maria must have a 
piano, almost new, that they would pay for in monthly installments.  If keeping their little 
pantry stocked with food and supplies for the month kept her mother calm and content, well 
then, her mother must be content, and so the little pantry was always well stocked. 
 Some evenings Don Fifo Juè and his wife would come up to keep the three ladies 
company, and the deceased Dorò continued to be the main topic of conversation. 
 It was through them that Marta came to know that Signora Fana, old Pentàgora’s 
wife, was still alive, eking out a meager existence of poverty and squalor. 
 – We own a house in Via Benfratelli, Signora mia, – Donna Maria Rosa mentioned 
one evening, – and on the top floor, in two rooms, lives a poor old woman who is separated 
from her husband.  He comes from your part of the country…perhaps you know him?....  The 
name is… Fifo, can you remember? 
 – Fana… Stefana, – responded Fifo, seeming to come only slightly unglued as he 
spoke. 
 – No, I mean him, the husband… 
 – Ah yes, just a moment… Pentàgono! 
 Maria laughed out loud in spite of herself. 
 – Pentàgora, – Signora Agata corrected him, to explain and excuse her daughter’s 
laughter. 
 – Do you know him? 
 Donna Maria Rosa wanted to know what kind of a man he was, and spoke at length 
about his unfortunate wife….  Neither Marta nor Signora Agata managed to change the topic 
of discussion for the rest of the evening. 
 Maria threw herself back into study of the piano again with fervor, and every evening 
after dinner would play, while her mother sewed and Marta corrected student work in the 
next room.   
 Closed off from the others, out of the sight of her mother and sister, Marta would 
often break from that thankless task and, with her elbows propped up on the little table and 
her head in her hands, would sit there in a daze, as if she were waiting for something, but she 
didn’t know what.  Or sometimes she would be moved to tears by Maria’s playing.  A deep 
sadness would overcome her; she could feel it tightening in her throat.  She wasn’t thinking 
of anything in particular, and yet she was weeping.  Why?  A vague, inscrutable sadness, the 
agony of desires she could not put a name to…. She felt a little tired, not in her mind, but in 
her body: yes, tired….  Her mother and sister praised her courage, comparing her to her 
father for his boundless energy and willpower.  On evenings like those she almost enjoyed 
her feelings of sadness and disappointment, that indefinable something that softened her and 
brought her to tears, that heavy languor to which she abandoned herself, feeling her relaxed 
limbs slip into a sort of voluptuous melancholy.  In short, the awareness in that moment of 
herself as weak, as just a woman….  No, no, she was not strong….  And really, why was she 
weeping like this?   Come now, come now… she was being a baby….  And then she would 
look for a handkerchief, give herself a shake, and get back to work with renewed energy. 
 Neither her mother nor sister was aware of Marta feeling this way.  She was very 
careful not to give them any indication that there was something wrong, and instead used 
every trick at her disposal to live up to the conception they had formed of her.  This was her 
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task…she had to be this.  She even went so far as to hide one of Anna Veronica’s letters from 
her mother, in which the latter had spoken at length about Rocco’s rage after their departure, 
his threats of a new scandal, of doing something crazy…. 
 Why inflict that news on her poor mother?  And Marta had written back to Anna 
Veronica, saying that Rocco’s actions were no longer her concern, and that she did not wish 
to hear anything more about him.  He had started out a fool, now seemed to be a madman, 
and had never stopped being pathetic. 
 Meanwhile, she saw her mother and sister return to their old, comfortable ways, to the 
calm of once upon a time, to the simple, tranquil life they had led before.  And for the most 
part, by way of the stark contrast, this only brought home to her how very alone, how truly 
outcast she was.  She alone would never regain her place in society, no matter what she did.  
She alone could never return to the life she had once led.  It was another life for her now, 
another path….  Peace, the happiness of the people she loved, her studies, her teaching, the 
students, this was all that was left for her, this was all that remained on this new path.  
Nothing else! 
 Did this make her sad?  No, there only were passing moments of sadness.  After that 
gloomy winter, during which the weather had matched her emotional state so well, she was 
awakening now on this new road in the happy sunshine of springtime.  It was just that single 
ray of sunshine, which had shone through to the many sorrows that lay heaped at the very 
bottom of her heart and had nudged them awake, had brought them to life; this was why she 
was sad.  Or perhaps it was the effect of Anna Veronica’s letter?  Or of Maria’s music? 
 – That’s enough, Mamma, leave it.  It’s fine as it is…. 
 And she would push the little swivel-mirror on her dressing table away, almost as if 
she were annoyed by her own image, by the intense radiance of her eyes, by her flaming lips.  
If her mother then made her sit longer for even a few more strokes of the brush, she would 
sigh with impatience, and become unsettled and anxious, as if she were undergoing torture.  
Why spend so much time and care on her appearance now?  To what end?  Didn’t her mother 
understand that now it didn’t matter at all to her whether she appeared a little more or a little 
less beautiful? 
 And one day when her mother was insistent on trying to make Marta’s hair into little 
ringlets that would fall over her forehead, and this even after she had already done her hair, 
Marta began to cry. 
 – What?  You’re crying?  But why? – her surprised mother asked her. 
 Marta forced a smile, and began to dry her eyes. 
 – Oh it’s nothing…. Don’t mind me…. 
 – But why, my dear child?  You look beautiful with your hair like this…. 
 – No, I don’t like the curls….  Take them out, take them out….  I like it better 
without. 
 But any cruelty on her mother’s part was unconscious, wasn’t it?  And anyway, what 
a baby Marta was being!  Crying like that over nothing, and right in front of her mother…. 
 All day long she was even more animated than usual, trying to make up for the 
impression that those tears must have made on her poor mother’s heart. 
 And now she felt a new sense of discomfort, an incomprehensible fear, a strange 
anxiety every time she found herself without anyone walking beside her, alone in the open 
streets, among all of those passers-by, staring at her. 
 No one interfered with her or bothered her, of course, but she felt wounded by their 
many glances.  It seemed to her that everyone purposely looked at her in a way that would 
make her blush.  And she would walk along awkwardly with her chin on her chest, a buzzing 
in her ears, and her heart pounding out of her chest.  But why?  And how was it that all of a 
sudden her presence of mind had locked itself away behind that foolish timidity?  Hadn’t she 
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laughed so many times at those old maids who refused to go out alone in the city streets, 
fearing at every step an attempt on their modesty? 
 But the moment she entered the school, she was back to her old self.  She could feel 
her confidence return as she greeted the three male professors, who could often be found in 
the teachers’ room and with whom she often exchanged a few words before each of them 
went off to teach their various lessons. 
 It had become clear to her that two of these professors were, each in his own way, 
trying covertly to woo her.  And rather than be afraid of this, she laughed to herself about it 
and pretended not to notice anything out of the ordinary.  Secretly, in fact, she received great 
pleasure from the attention, noting the various effects of her actions on the two would-be 
suitors. 
 Professor Mormoni, Pompeo Emanuele Mormoni, author of the fourteen-volume (in 
octavo) History of Sicily, including appendices of memorable names and events, with dates 
and places, was a tall, heavy, dark man with large black eyes, and a long beard streaked here 
and there with grey.  He was always extremely dignified, and always in his Napoleon coat 
and top hat.  Every chair he sat in seemed to become a pedestal on which he posed, as if to 
say, “Sculpt me thusly!”  Pompeo was spiteful and puffed up with pride like a turkey.  Puffed 
up like this, he always seemed to be saying to Marta: “You know, my dear, if you don’t care 
anything about me, then I do not care anything about you!  Don’t delude yourself!”  Oh, but 
he did care.  Oh, how he cared!  He cared so much!  He often felt that he would burst on the 
spot, and at such times he would even lose his monumental posture.   
 From time to time, Marta would hear the chair in which Mormoni was sitting creak, 
and she would struggle to stifle a smile.  Over the course of a month, all of the chairs in the 
teachers’ room had been damaged in some way; on one, the seat had broken through, another 
had had many of the slats broken. 
 Attilio Nusco, another teacher vying for Marta’s affections, was called by everyone in 
the college il professoricchio, for unlike Mormoni he was extremely small, thin, delicate, 
always quivering and incredibly awkward.  Poor little Nusco, so unsure of finding his place 
in life!  It seemed he was always trying to win the favor of the others with glances, smiles 
and the hurried little bows of his wretched little body, so as not to be sent away.  And when 
he sat down he occupied the least space possible (Pardon me!  So sorry!)  His voice trembled 
when he spoke, and he never disagreed with or contradicted anything anyone said.  It was as 
if he were continually embarrassed by his own excessive politeness.  But in the meantime, his 
heart….  Ah, that Marta.  Did she never notice anything? 
 The poor man would try, little by little, to overcome his timidity, like a threatened 
lizard crawling out from under its rock; first the tip of his nose, then a tiny bit more, until his 
eyes were just visible, then the whole of his little head, but always as if he were expecting to 
be caught in a noose that was waiting for him there. 
 He had pushed himself to unheard of boldness, even up to the point of audaciously 
asking Marta as he sweated, – Are you cold this morning? –.  He would bring to school some 
early flower of the spring or other, and would twirl its stem between his scrawny, trembling 
fingers.  But he never dared offer it to her. 
 Marta noticed all of this, and she laughed about it. 
 One day he had purposely forgotten his flower on a little table in the teachers’ room.  
After an hour, he returned to the room and the flower was no longer there.  Ah, finally!  
Marta had understood and had taken it herself….  But when he returned an hour later, he 
found he had been cruelly deluded: the flower was in the buttonhole of the Napoleon jacket 
of none other than Pompeo Emanuele Mormoni. 
– Farewell, goldfinch!  Farewell, violet!  
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 And yet Nusco was no fool.  He had a doctorate in Literature, was still very young, 
and among many vying for the position, he had been awarded the post of Professor of Italian 
at the high school, in addition to his duties at the Collegio Nuovo.  He also wrote poetry of 
uncommon taste and elegance. 
 Marta knew all of this, but what did Nusco want with her?  Him or this Mormoni, for 
that matter? 
 The third professor seemed not yet to have noticed that she existed.  His name was 
Matteo Falcone, and he taught drawing and design.  Pompeo Emanuele Mormoni called him 
“the hedgehog,” and, like a Roman Emperor, condemned him ad purgationem cloacarum – 
to cleaning the sewers. 
 Falcone was truly monstrous to look at.  What was worse, he was aware of it: a tragic 
affliction.  He was always somber and despondent, detached, and he never looked anyone in 
the eyes, perhaps so as not to catch sight of the disgust that his figure aroused in others.  He 
most often responded to others in brief grunts, and he kept his head so low it seemed to have 
sunk between his shoulders.  The lines of his face seemed contorted, the result of what 
appeared to be a furious reaction to his own monstrosity.  And to complete the tragic picture, 
he had two club feet, a deformity emphasized by his shoes, which had been specially made to 
allow him to walk. 
 Mormoni and Nusco had already grown accustomed to his ways, which were more 
bear-like than human, and no longer paid him any mind.  Despite having been warned by the 
Director, Marta was offended by his rudeness in her first days at the school.  And while she 
paid no attention to the simpering affectations of the other two except to laugh at them, deep 
down the almost contemptuous disregard of this third man, even if harmless, irritated her to 
no end. 
 In the brief time that she spent in the teachers’ room before class began, he would 
immerse himself in the reading of a newspaper, not paying attention to anyone.  Marta would 
often sneak glances at the man’s furrowed brow, and try to imagine what sort of thoughts 
must reside in that prickly, obstinate head.  Foolish thoughts?  No, certainly not.  But perhaps 
brutal. 
 She heard his voice only once.  It was on a morning when Mormoni had gestured with 
his eyes towards “the hedgehog,” who was buried as usual in the reading of his newspaper, 
and Marta, not wishing to share in the mockery of Mormoni’s nodding glance (and indeed 
wishing to annoy Mormoni, the “great man”), she let slip from her tongue, unadvisedly, 
 – Good morning, Professor Falcone. 
 – My regards, – he grunted in response, without lifting his eyes from his paper.  
 Entering the teachers’ room another morning Marta was very surprised to find 
Falcone and Nusco in the middle of a heated argument.  Nusco, his face bright red, a nervous 
smile on his lips and his hands shaking like mad, was trying to bolster his argument with 
many a yes that may be so, but… which were drowned out by the harsh voice of Falcone.  
Meanwhile the latter, without paying the slightest attention to his adversary, continued to 
speak, with his eyes on the newspaper spread out before him.  Mormoni listened from the 
sidelines in one of his monumental poses, not deigning to waste a single word on these 
“trifles.” 
 Falcone was railing against authors who dress up their verses and their prose with a 
bitter tinge of irony, while underneath it all they remain entirely obsequious to the prevailing 
opinions of society.   
 – You think that these opinions are false?  You really think that they are unjust and 
harmful?  Well then, for God’s sake, rebel instead of making jokes, tripping all over 
yourselves and pulling faces, painting over your real feelings with clown makeup!  No.  On 
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the one hand, you bend your neck to the yoke, and on the other, you deride your own 
servitude.  If this is art, it’s the art of sad buffoons! 
 – That may be so, but…. – Nusco repeated.  And he desperately wanted to point out 
that ridicule, too, could be used as a weapon, and that Dickens, Heine….  But Falcone would 
not let him get a word in. 
 – Sad buffoons!  Sad buffoons! 
 – Let’s hear what Signora Ajala has to say, – proposed Mormoni with a gesture 
consistent with the magnificence of his bearing. 
 – Women are conservative by nature, – pontificated Falcone, brusquely.   
 – Conservative?  For me, fire and the sword! – exclaimed Marta in a tone of voice 
that made Falcone raise his eyes, and look her in the face for the first time. 
 Marta remained deeply disturbed by those eyes, which illuminated a face that was 
absolutely new to her; they were incredibly intelligent eyes, the eyes of an unknown wild 
animal. 
 On another morning not long after, Falcone entered the teachers’ room with his hat 
crushed and dirty, its brim broken in the front, his nose scratched, his face white as a sheet, 
and with a sad smile twisting his lips into a horrible grimace.  His jacket was torn down the 
front, and it too was dirty. 
 – What’s happened to you, Professor? – exclaimed Mormoni, seeing him in that state. 
 Marta and Nusco turned to look at him in fearful wonder. 
 – A fight? 
 – No, nothing… – Falcone responded with a trembling voice, but with that sneer of a 
smile still on his lips.  – I found myself passing by the church of Santa Caterina, which was 
shored up three years ago….  This morning, Holy Mother Church was waiting just for me, so 
that she could throw down a piece of her cornice right on my head. 
 Marta, Nusco and Mormoni stood in stunned silence. 
 – Yes… – Falcone continued.  – It fell down just like so, grazing my whole body…  
And so – (here he added a terrible snigger and gestured down towards his deformed club feet) 
– behold and admire the gifts of Mother Nature!  If this had happened to you, Nusco, you 
wouldn’t be going out dancing any time soon! But instead I… I still have these, and I 
manage! 
 And with that, he headed off to class. 
 Did it really seem to Falcone that this was just a terrible response on the part of 
“Mother Nature” to all of the abuse he had hurled at her because of his own deformity?  Did 
he really feel as if there were a voice that had said to him, “Praise me for the feet that I have 
given you”? 
 What was certain was that, from that day forward, little by little, he began to emerge 
from his usual gloominess. Or was it rather Marta’s presence that was the cause of this 
miracle? 
 Mormoni suspected that the latter was the case. 
 – Because, you see, – he said to Nusco, – although it’s true that he now greets the two 
of us, he grunts his greetings, as he did before.  He doesn’t say “Good morning, Signor 
Nusco!” with the same, shall we say, Sunday-morning voice he uses to say, “Good morning, 
Signora Ajala!”  A bristly sort of tenderness, I know, but still….  And what’s more, have you 
noticed?  New shirt collars!  And in the latest style!  And a new suit, and a new hat!  Long 
live the miraculous cornices of Santa Catarina! 
 Naturally neither of them could, in all seriousness, be jealous of Falcone, for whom 
they had nothing but pity, of course!  But then again, neither was Mormoni jealous of Nusco, 
nor Nusco jealous of Mormoni.  In Nusco’s mind, the great Pompeo Emanuele was too fat 
and too foolish to be considered a serious rival for Marta’s affections, and Nusco had too 
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much respect for her intelligence to fear him.  Mormoni, on the other hand, had too much 
respect for Marta’s taste to fear little Attilio, with his poor little poet’s soul, always 
frightened.  And so they found common ground in expressing their pity for “the poor 
Falcone,” and in private, they felt pity for each other. 
 Meanwhile, the discovery of Falcone’s new attitude towards her inspired both disgust 
and fear in Marta.  She knew, and she felt, that she could not laugh at him as she laughed at 
the other two.  The repulsiveness of that unhappy and yet bitterly contemptuous man 
simultaneously aroused both pity and horror in her.  He had probably never loved anyone 
before. 
 On the one hand, when Marta thought of Falcone being aware, as he was, of his own 
deformity and yet still insisting on loving her, she felt indignant and offended.  On the other 
hand, she understood how that passion, perhaps the first that had ever begun to flower in that 
heart, could be strong enough to win over and block out that consciousness itself, as 
tragically invasive as it was.   
 Only one thought reassured her, and that was that she had done nothing, nothing at 
all, to give rise to this monstrous passion. 
 Now, almost every day at sunset, she saw Falcone pass down Via del Papireto and 
raise his eyes to the balcony of her room.  The first day he had done so, she wished to show 
him to Maria, but she hadn’t expected him to raise his head and stare up at her. 
 Is he looking up here?  But how…? 
 And that had been the proof of the love he bore her, one of many less clear signs she 
had not seen, or not wanted to see.  From that day on, she made a point of never being seen 
through the windows, but from some hiding place she could see Falcone walk by every day 
and look up two, sometimes three times as he passed. 
 And now, after a night spent tossing and turning, full of terrible nightmares and 
strange visions, after the harsh shock of opening her tired eyes to naked reality and to the 
monotony of her existence, even surrounded as she was by the alluring blossoming of the 
season, every morning her fear of being alone in the city streets grew.  Her nerves hummed 
and jangled as she walked, as if she were hounded by some imminent, unknown danger.  And 
she no longer managed to regain control of herself when she arrived at the school. 
 How was she to behave in Falcone’s presence?  She did not want him to know that 
she had noticed him in her street, but how could she pretend when she was continually full of 
the horror of her dreams, in which the figure of Falcone appeared almost every night, and at 
times less monstrous than in reality?  If she were to treat him as she had before, she feared 
that his fascination with her would be bolstered by some innocent compliment, that he would 
mistake her compassion for passion. 
 Nor did Mormoni amuse her as he had in those first days.  Instead just seeing him 
now provoked such anger that she might have slapped him.  And the painful timidity of 
Nusco now only irritated and bored her. 
  “Stop bothering me!” she would have liked to shout in his face, certain that with 




Perhaps even Attilio Nusco himself, in his heart of hearts, felt the deficiency of his own 
bearing, and how pathetic, even ridiculous his insurmountable shyness must have seemed to 
all who encountered him.  Perhaps he was ashamed of it and was secretly at war with himself, 
for in his own mind, he surely could not have judged himself an outright fool.  But on the 
other hand, who knows how many people he himself had judged to be fools! 
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 It was in that stretch of days that he had submitted a sonnet for Marta to one of the 
local literary journals, and they had published it. 
 Pompeo Emanuele Mormoni had made the discovery.  The sonnet bore the mysterious 
title, “For You.” 
 “‘For You’?.... For whom?....  There are so many women in the world, more than 
there are houseflies!  I will pretend not to have understood to whom it refers….” 
 And the next day, taking advantage of Nusco’s modesty, he himself gave Marta a 
copy of the journal, sure that it would irritate her. 
 – Nusco has published a sonnet: “For You.” 
 – For me? – said Marta, surprised and turning red with embarrassment.  
 – No, no.  “For You” is the title of the poem….  But how red you have turned, 
Signora!  How such things can give us pleasure, no?  Read it; I’ll leave it with you….  I’ll be 
off now; it looks like rain has stopped for the moment, and I didn’t bring an umbrella. 
 A bow, and off he went, his nose in the air. 
 Marta’s first instinct was to throw the journal away, but she restrained herself, opened 
it, and read: 
 
For You 
Ere Eros’ fervent sighs had scarce begun 
To rise up, fluttering in your anxious breast, 
Up rose foul Fortune, not to be outdone, 
Unleashing her cruel plans with crueler zest. 
 
And those who once lay prostrate at your feet, 
Who prayed in vain beneath your distant stare, 
They now arise to mock your fallen state, 
Your ancient pride too much for them to bear. 
 
But just as you must spurn any less true, 
To this one faithful love your heart will cling. 
You won’t let bitterness embitter you 
 
Although your radiant smile belies an ache! 
It is for this alone my heart must sing: 
That you, unfairly tested, do not break. 
 
 A furious torrent of rain rattled the windows.  Marta raised her eyes from the journal 
and stared mechanically at the window.   
 Could these verses be for her?  Who had told Nusco all of the details of her life?  And 
what did that line mean: To this one faithful love your heart will cling?  To which love did he 
mean?  Alvignani jumped to her mind straight away.  No, he couldn’t be referring to him…. 
It is for this alone my heart must sing:/ That you, unfairly tested, do not break…. 
 She was so busy reflecting on the sonnet itself that she was no longer thinking about 
how rude it had been of Mormoni to give it to her to read in the first place. 
 Then Falcone turned up.  Marta shook herself.  Her umbrella? Where had she left it? 
She remembered very clearly having brought it with her when she left the house this 
morning. 
 – What are you looking for, Signora? – Falcone asked. 




 – Take mine, – proposed Falcone.  – It isn’t new, but will do all the same.  
 He spit out the words as if they were insults.  He was more somber and more tense 
than usual. 
 Just then the janitor came down.  She had checked the classroom and the corridors, 
but had not found it.  Marta became flustered and agitated; Falcone was pushing strongly that 
she take him up on his offer.  It was raining hard, and she couldn’t allow Falcone to get 
soaked on her account. 
 – Well then, if you’ll permit me, I would be happy to accompany you, – said Falcone, 
his expression suddenly changing.  – I live on the same street as you now, just a little bit 
farther down.  – And he added, his chin on his chest as he looked down at his club feet, – If 
you’re not ashamed…. 
 Marta could feel her face flush red.  She pretended not to have heard him, and 
responded, 
 – I have never much cared what people think.  Come, let’s go. 
 – But you’ve left your journal on the table, – said Falcone, collecting it and passing it 
to her. 
 – Oh, thank you…  There is some of Nusco’s poetry in it…. 
 – Idiot! – Matteo Falcone hissed between his teeth. 
 “How in the world will I manage to walk next to this man?” thought Marta, 
disheartened. 
 She could feel both his joy and his embarrassment in that moment, and this troubled 
her and made her suffer so violently that if he so much as brushed up against her, even 
unintentionally, she was sure throughout the whole of her trembling body that she would cry 
out in disgust.  
 Before exiting onto the street, the janitor brought her a letter. 
 – For me? – Marta said, pleased that there was something to divert attention from her 
own embarrassment.  – Do you mind? – she added, turning to Falcone, and she tore open the 
envelope. 
 The letter was from Anna Veronica.  Marta began reading it as she slowly moved 
toward the door.  Falcone gave her a sidelong glance, suspicious.  At that moment, he noticed 
a sudden change come over Marta’s face, which grew pale, and her eyebrows furrowed 
disdainfully.  They had reached the main door now.  Marta was no longer reading.  She was 
simply watching the heavy drops of rain splash into the mud of the street. 
 – Shall we go? – he asked somberly, opening his umbrella.  Marta shook herself out 
of her stupor.  She refolded the letter and took shelter under the umbrella. 
 – Ah, yes of course…. I’m ready…. I beg your pardon! 
 She no longer cared that her arm was touching Falcone’s, which was inevitable in any 
case, nor did she notice the painful effort that he was making to keep up with her as they 
walked.  She would have liked to run, not because of him (and Falcone could sense as much) 
but because of some news delivered in that letter.  Consumed with jealousy, he was no longer 
paying attention to his feet, which, in moving so much more quickly than they were used to, 
were getting tangled up with each other far more clumsily than usual.  He wanted to shout at 
Marta, ask her who wrote that letter, and what bad news it contained.  In the meantime, he let 
her splash through the puddles and wade in the mud of the street, fearing that any polite 
request on his part that they slow down would be interpreted by her as a pathetic reference to 
his obvious inability to keep up with her in that race.  His wretched feet were already getting 
terribly muddy, and he was out of breath, but Marta did not notice either.  Why?  Why was 
she running like this? 
 Suddenly something like a shudder washed over her, and she managed to get a hold of 
herself.  She stopped for a moment, almost as if stifling a scream. 
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 – What’s the matter?  What is it? – Falcone asked her, stopping. 
 – Nothing!  Come, let’s go…. – Marta said to him softly, her head bowed, pressing 
forward. 
 Falcone turned and looked a little ways ahead of them.  On the sidewalk to their right, 
two men stood under an umbrella staring hard at Marta and him.  One was pale, with a 
gloomy expression on his face, and the other was taller and thinner, and didn’t look Italian; 
an expression of pure derision shot from his light-colored eyes. 
 It was Rocco Pentàgora and Mr. Madden. 
 Despite Marta’s admonition to the contrary, Falcone shot them a savage look. 
 – Don’t look at them!  Don’t turn around! – Marta ordered him, choking with rage. 
 – Tell me who those two men are! – he asked, almost shouting, threatening to stop 
again. 
 – Quiet, I said, and keep moving! – snapped Marta in the same tone of voice.  – What 
right have you to ask? 
 – No right at all, but I…. You, you don’t know…. – Falcone continued in a voice that 
no longer seemed his own, as if he were weeping, gasping for breath, choking with emotion 
so violently that he could scarcely get a word out, and then proceeding almost to run after 
her, painful as it was for him, as the rain began to fall harder.  He confessed his love to her, 
and begged for her pity.  
 Her mind in a tumult that was only made worse by the violence of the rain, Marta 
could see the street whirling round and round as it slipped by below her feet, already half 
flooded.  She ran without listening, hearing only confusedly, and with unbearable anguish, 
Falcone’s breathless words.  At last she reached the door of her house. 
 There Falcone tried to hold her by one arm, begging her to speak to him. 
 – Let me go! – Marta shouted at him, tearing away from him and running up the 
stairs.  
 It was Maria who opened the door. 
 – You’re all wet? 
 – Yes, I am going to change right away. 
 She locked herself in.  She threw herself into a chair, pressing, pressing, pressing her 
temples as hard as she could with both hands, moaning softly, her eyes closed, 
 – Oh Dio!  Oh Dio! 
 She was in the grip of a terrible dizziness, but it wasn’t just the room that seemed to 
be spinning around her now; it was her whole life, whirling and whirling before her eyes.  
Her ears rang with the pounding of the rain, but also with the words of that gasping monster, 
weeping as he shuffled along behind her. 
 And those two who had taken their posts on the sidewalk, keeping tabs on her!  But 
what could they possible want of her?  What did they take her for? And those other two, 
those other two as well, that big imbecile and that little one who publically addressed those 
lines of poetry to her…. 
 Ah, and Anna’s letter?  She looked for it and read it again, skipping the parts that 
didn’t seem important at the moment. 
 
You know, my dear Marta, as I wrote….  But I have not seen him again, not since that 
furious visit, about which I….  I have heard from the Miracoli family, though 
(Niccolino calls on them often, and people in town are saying that he will marry Tina 
Miracoli…), that he left this morning to find you.  He wants to know (or so Niccolino 
said to his fiancée) what you’re doing in Palermo, and is convinced that there must be 
a very good reason for you to stay, a serious impediment to your returning here to the 
countryside.  Tina, although like any other well-bred, God-fearing young woman she 
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must pretend like she doesn’t understand, made it very clear through her mysterious 
tone of voice what I was to understand by very good reason and serious impediment.  
Well, you can imagine how I received the news, and how I responded to her!  But she 
says that she doesn’t know anything, that she doesn’t believe these things herself, and 
that she’s only repeating what she heard the Pentàgoras themselves say.  As you 
know, when your father – may he rest in peace – was still with us and you were rich, 
Signora Miracoli was your mother’s closest friend.  Now, with this proposed marriage 
between Tina and Niccolino, she has cozied up to Antonio Pentàgora, who, by the 
way, doesn’t seem to want anything to do with this marriage.  But anyway, back to 
your husband…. If he (Nicola keeps saying) discovers anything, he’ll run to the 
nearest court of law and ask for a legal separation.  Remember, of course, that these 
are perhaps just arrogant words spoken by a boy for effect, in the presence of his 
bride-to-be…. 
 
 So, another fistful of mud.  Still attacked, even from far away.  More slander, more 
malice. 
 Marta rose from her seat, quivering with rage and contempt, her eyes flashing with 
hatred. 
 In spite of her innocence, here she was, judged guilty again.  And for what?  For 
naively defending herself from temptation in the first place!  Guilty despite the proof of her 
fidelity!  The result?  Infamy.  The result?  The blind condemnation of her father!  And then 
all of the consequences that followed that had also been deemed her fault: the collapse of her 
family, their ruin, the fall into poverty, her sister’s shattered future… and more!  A whole 
crowd’s pitiless public insulting of an innocent old woman, a sick woman dressed in widow’s 
black.  She had wanted to vindicate herself in noble fashion, to pull herself up from this 
undeserved disgrace by dint of her own intelligence, with hard work and study.  But no! Her 
humility was met only with more insults.  Her pride was met only with the public stoning of 
slander.  This was her reward, the prize for her hard-won victory!  Bitterness, injustice and 
that meaningless existence of hers.  Exposed to the horrifying desires of a monster, exposed 
to the pathetic, timid longings of a weakling, exposed to the pompous cowardice of the other.  
Oh, stones and thorns everywhere on that long road leading away from life…. 
 She was startled by a knock at the door.  And then the voice of Maria, 
 – Dinner, Marta. 
 Dinner, already?  She hadn’t even changed her clothes.  How could she eat now, how 
could she hide all of this from her mother and sister?  She tore off her wet things in a fury.  
She hadn’t even taken off her hat when she came in.  She bathed her burning eyes and face in 
the basin. 
 – It smells wonderful! – said Maria, who was already at the table as the steam rose 
from the bowl. 
 And her mother proceeded to tell about the extreme measures that she and Maria had 




 “Now he’ll believe that that monster is my lover!  That’s just like him….” thought Marta 
after dinner, when she had once again locked herself in her room. 
 And she said it to herself in just that way: my lover, since that was the way her 
husband had thrust her into the arms of another man, that man!  But how much more ghastly 
now these words seemed to her when they referred to Falcone!   
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 Was Rocco so embittered with contempt for her, then, that he wanted to take a new 
vengeance on her now?  The threat had been made explicit in Anna Veronica’s letter. 
 A new scandal…, but where was the proof?  Oh God, that monster….  Yes, it was 
likely that that monster Falcone would offer him all of the “proof” that he needed if they met 
again in the street….  He would make some scene and as quick as that her name would be in 
the paper alongside Falcone’s. 
 Marta was wringing her hands with fear and disgust, and she couldn’t stay still.  And 
she would have loved to shout at Maria to stop as she continually played some old, simple 
passage on the piano in the next room, much to the delight of her mother. 
 Ah, the tranquility of her mother and sister, the calm of their new home, the music, 
the muffled conversations of others: how they made her suffer in that moment! 
 Yes, there was her work, of course.  But could no one understand at what cost came 
that martyrdom?  Now that the past was dead and buried, were they never to speak of it 
again?  Her mother and sister had made it through, and now a new life had begun for them, 
one that was calm and modest.  But for her?  Was her life, her youth to remain buried there, 
in the past?  Was her life not to be spoken of ever again?  What was done, was done, was that 
it?  Was she dead?  Was everything finished now for her?  Was she only living now so that 
she could keep other people alive?  Yes, yes, she could have been content, she hoped, even 
cast out as she was from life.  But only if she had been able to enjoy in peace the sweet, quiet 
spectacle of that little house, the house that had been built atop her grave….  At least let them 
speak about it a little bit; let them feel at least a little sorry for the fact that her youth was 
dead, that her life was shattered!  Especially given that it was so unjust that her life had been 
shattered like this, without any reason, her youth cut off so soon!  And no one would even 
talk about it? 
 A shadow had fallen, and here she was, being attacked again!  Persecuted still!  The 
next day, she was sure she would see her husband again at his post, just as she would see 
Falcone again at school. 
 “If he continues to harass me, I will speak about it to the Director,” Marta suddenly 
thought to herself with an impetuous surge of energy, and she began to undress for bed with 
trembling fingers.  – And as for those other two, if they don’t cut it out, I’ll put them in their 
place myself!  And as for you, oh you just wait, – she was more breathing the words than 
speaking them as she thought of her husband.  She turned down the covers and put out the 
light. 
 In the dark, curled up into the fetal position under the blankets, Marta tried to collect 
her thoughts, but she couldn’t manage to come up with a precise course of action against her 
husband.  She said to herself, “Yes, I know how to handle Falcone if he persists….  The 
Director can’t stand him, and is looking for excuse to get rid of him anyway.  I’ll give her 
one….”  And as she mechanically repeated these sentences she continued to try to determine 
what she could do to her husband.  Nothing?  Really?  She couldn’t come up with a single 
means of getting back at him?  And in her impotence she felt her hatred begin to boil and 
foment into a growing rage.  Although she perceived no physical pain as a result all of that 
useless tension, her brain finally gave in as if it were in some torture chamber; unable to find 
the thought she was seeking, it began to offer her other, unrelated thoughts instead, confusing 
and distracting her.  Marta, however, was determined to find what she was looking for, and as 
soon as one of these extraneous thoughts would appear, she would shoo it away.  One 
thought finally succeeded in capturing her attention: the thought of her umbrella…yes…now 
she remembered exactly what had happened…she had leaned it against the frame of her 
classroom door while she adjusted her hat.  Yes, and then she had forgotten it up there….  
Falcone must have recognized it and hidden it as he passed through the corridor.  Oh, there 
was no doubt about it!  Yes, of course, he did that so he would be able to offer her his, to 
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have an excuse to accompany her….  It was him, yes, there was no doubt!  And that was the 
reason he was so anxious when they had run into each other downstairs in the teachers’ room.  
Where could he have hidden it? 
 Not long after, Marta fell asleep. 
 She woke up early with a terrible headache, but with a mind sustained by a nervous 
energy that was unlike the energy she had gained before from her self-assurance.  She could 
not see where her road would lead, but she would follow it to the end, whatever the cost; she 
was waiting, ready to pounce upon any new obstacle that wished to overtake her. 
 That morning, she had no apprehension about walking the streets on her own.  After 
the rain of the day before, the green of the trees had come to life, and they looked almost 
festive.  Even the houses and the streets themselves seemed to have a festive aspect in the 
clear cool of the morning air. 
 Meanwhile she made sure to look ahead to see if her husband were there at his post, 
and she felt certain that if he were, she would have had the courage to pass by him with her 
head held high. 
 “But of course he’ll be sleeping at this hour,” she thought suddenly, and a derisive 
smile came to her lips as she walked along.  “He’s never in his whole life seen the sun come 
up….” 
 In her mind’s eye she saw him again in their bed, lying next to her, pale, his thin, 
blonde moustache uncombed above his dry, open lips. 
 She quickly abandoned such thoughts, however, and as she was on her way to school, 
the more immediate object of her spite became Falconi.  She no longer thought about or took 
an interest in her own suffering.  
 What would she do, what would she say if he dared make even the slightest reference 
to what had happened the day before? 
 She did not yet know.  But she could see with extraordinary clarity the teachers’ room 
of the school, into which she would be entering momentarily; in her mind, she was already 
entering…. She could see Nusco and Mormoni, spectators of the scene that she was going to 
act out there inside….  She could see Falcone waiting for her there, more sullen than usual. 
 She stood before the door of the school, went down the few little steps, and she 
entered. 




Matteo Falcone had not gone in to school that morning. 
 If Marta had turned around as she ran up the stairs the day before, she would perhaps 
have felt a little bit of pity for him standing there at the door as if he had turned to stone.  He 
had hoped that as she hurried away she would at least turn and glance back at him one time.   
And then he moved on in the rain, almost staggering, attracting stares from the people he 
passed. 
 He had never felt such ferocious hatred of himself.  Sneering derisively and shaking 
his umbrella violently enough to break the frame in two, he kept muttering to himself, – I, 
love!  I, love! – among other, less intelligible words.  And then at the top of his voice, there 
in the middle of the street, with his face contorted and his eyes locked on the face of some 
passer-by in a sinister stare, 
 – You’re lucky you didn’t laugh at me! 
 But then he laughed instead.  It was a terrible laugh, and people turned and looked, as 
shocked as if they were looking at a madman. 
 In the end, soaked through with rain, he had nowhere to go but home. 
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 Falcone lived with his mother and an aunt, who were both decrepit and senile.  The 
three of them shared an enormous old house cluttered with piece upon piece of cheap 
furniture that was lined up along the walls and in some cases stacked one on top of the other, 
giving the house the feeling of a furniture store.  Enormous armoires of painted wood, tables 
of every shape and size, huge boxes, chests, lockers, shelves, coat racks, cane chairs, chairs 
upholstered in faded fabric, and several canapés in the old style with ornamental rolls of 
wood at either end. 
 The two sisters, his mother and his aunt, had opted to live together after the deaths of 
their respective husbands, but neither was willing to give up a single stick of furniture from 
her original home, hence this useless abundance, more an encumbrance than a treasure. 
 In their senility, the two old women no longer remembered having ever had husbands, 
and each firmly believed she was waiting for the death of the other, at which time she could 
finally marry some imaginary suitor. 
 – Why won’t you die? – they would ask each other simultaneously, right to each 
other’s faces, every time they met each other, as each clung to the back of one of the house's 
numerous chairs for support.  And so, chair to chair, they made their way around the house. 
 They lived their lives completely separate from each other, at opposite ends of the 
house.  And every so often, over the course of the day, but also often at night, one would ask 
the other in a long mournful wail,  
 – What time is it? 
 And the other invariably answered in a drawn-out, somber voice, 
 – Seven o’clooooooooooock! 
 It was always seven o’clock! 
 And whenever some neighbor woman would climb out onto her terrace to laugh at 
them behind their backs, the two old women would raise their arms in the air and shake their 
wrinkled hands at her, admonishing, 
 – Why aren’t you married!  You need to get married! 
 It seemed to them that there was no other refuge in life, no other salvation.  And each 
of them had known for a thousand years that her much-awaited wedding day would arrive 
eventually.  But alas, the other one refused to die!  In the meantime, they would have their 
neighbors dress them up and adorn them with dresses in the old style, from their heyday.  
And the neighbors naturally chose dresses of fabrics that were the most garish, most 
laughable, the oldest and most out of tune with the old age of the two senseless old birds.  
Because the gowns were far too large now for their shriveled bodies, they would tie a mangy 
boa around the waist of one, or a wide ribbon around the waist of the other.  And the poor, 
senseless old things would put paper flowers in their hair, along with cabbage leaves and 
lettuce leaves and false curls, and cake their faces in powder, or redden their sunken, ruined 
old cheeks with blush. 
 – Just look at you!  You look like a fourteen-year-old girl! 
 – Yes, yes… – the old woman would respond, delighted, laughing with her toothless 
mouth in front of the mirror and trying hard to keep her head still so as to avoid letting the 
fine edifice balanced on her head collapse.  – Yes, yes, but close the door quickly!  Because 
he is coming, and I don’t want her to see him come in….  Close it!  Close it quickly! 
 When Matteo Falcone came home from work, he often found them awkwardly and 
garishly costumed in this way, neither of them able to move under the weight of hair and 
trimmings. 
 – Oh, mother! 
 – Go over there!  Go over there!  That’s your mother over there!  – his irritated 
mother would respond from underneath her costume.  – I don’t have any children!  I’m just 
twenty-eight….  I’m not married….  
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 And his aunt, for whom he also had filial respect and compassion, would respond in 
exactly the same way. 
 – Only twenty-eight….  I’m not married! 
 In his aunt, however, there arose and often weighed on her the dark suspicion that 
Matteo really was her son, for from time to time in her benighted memory, there stirred a 
vague sense of loss.  This was caused, in fact, by the loss of her only son, many, many years 
previous. 
 – But how can that be! – the neighbors asked her.  – If you have never had a husband? 
 – Yes…, And yet…. And yet perhaps Matteo is my child, – the old woman would 
respond, smiling maliciously, and with an air of mystery.  – Perhaps! 
 – But how? 
 The old woman would take the neighbor by the arm, draw her in close and whisper in 
her ear, 
 – By the blessing of the Holy Spirit! 
 And she would burst into peals of laughter. 
 Who is to say how much that continuous spectacle in Falcone’s home contributed not 
only to his awareness of his own ugliness, but also to the formation of his horrendous 
conception of life and of human nature? 
 He had not come to understand unhappiness as something that the mind creates for 
itself, whether as a result of doubting or of the fever of wanting to know everything; for him 
poverty was a bearable and surmountable ill.  No, for Falcone only two things could truly 
ever constitute unhappiness, and they were reserved for those on whom Mother Nature 
exercised her merciless injustice: ugliness and old age.  And these were forever destined to be 
mocked and disdained by youth and beauty. 
 Wasn’t it possible that the only reason his mother and aunt kept on living was to serve 
as a source of amusement for their neighbors?  And he, why had he even been born?  Why 
take away people’s ability to reason and leave them alive, when there is nothing left for them 
but to die? 
 He was so profoundly obsessed with and upset by this idea that he often felt his whole 
being urged to vindicate the victims of such injustice: to slash the faces of the beautiful, to 
release the old from the agony of life.  And at times, he must have had to do real violence to 
himself in order to resist the impulse to commit such crimes, while his very clear mind would 
represent these acts to him visibly, already committed.  A crime?  No.  It was reparation! 
 And how many times, tearing himself away from these criminal urges with sudden 
force and going to his mother, as if to compensate for the cruel plan he harbored for an 
instant against her by treating her with exaggerated care, did she not see the danger, and, 
greeting him with an unknowing laugh, say to him, 
 – Put your feet on straight! 
 The old woman believed that he wore them that way on a whim, or to make her laugh.  
And she would insist, laughing, 
 – Put your feet on straight! 
 And then he would laugh too.  Oh, to go mad staring in the face of his mother’s 
senility! 
 – Yes of course, Mother!  I’ll fix them now! 
 And the old woman would watch him, laughing and laughing at him as he leaned 
against the wall, trying to straighten his feet. 
 That day of his disdainful rejection by Marta he didn’t even stop by the room of his 
aunt and mother, as he usually did when he got home.  He did not have dinner, he did not go 
to bed that night, he didn’t even take off his suit, which had gotten drenched in the rain.  As 
soon as dawn broke, he went out for one of his long walks, which he habitually took after one 
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of his violent attacks (much to the torture of his feet and body).  Monte Cuccio, the highest 
mountain of the Conca d’oro, was his goal.  Having reached the summit, he turned to look 
out over the city and spat out with all of force his soul could muster, 
 – I am a rat, and you are a rat’s nest! 
 He came back down later that day exhausted, worn out, almost calm.  It was late.  At 
that hour, classes at the school would already have ended for the day.  He deemed it prudent 
to go there, to explain his absence.  In reality, he was going there in hopes of meeting Marta 
on her way home. 
 And in fact he did meet her a few steps from the gate of the school.  She was walking 
slowly, reading a letter.  Another letter….  Who was writing her every day?  And how 
flushed her cheeks were!  It was a love letter; there could be no doubt! 
 Falcone could not have been more certain if he had torn it from her hands and read it 
himself. 
 And in fact it had been his instinct to do just this when he had first caught sight of her.  
But he had held himself back.  He let her pass before him slowly and turn into her street, 
happily absorbed by what she was reading. 
 “She didn’t see me…” he said to himself.  And he turned down a side street, no longer 




As soon as Marta stepped through the little door of her house, she tore the letter that Falcone 
had seen into tiny pieces, and threw them away before going up the stairs.  Together with the 
letter, she tore up a printed ticket of admission; then she passed her hand over her eyes and 
over her burning cheeks, and stood there a little perplexed, as if she were trying hard to 
remember something. 
 She felt every vein in her body pulsing and, in that moment of indecision, her inner 
turmoil grew until it clouded her mind, almost making her feel inebriated.  And in fact, as she 
stood there at the foot of the stairs smiling with her face lit up and her eyes sparkling, she 
could have easily passed for drunk. 
 What was keeping her from going up the stairs?  What was she waiting for? 
 To regain her outward calm, at least, for her mother and sister must not notice a thing! 
 She eventually ran up the steps, as if by hurrying she hoped to escape the thoughts 
that plagued her troubled mind.  She was prepared to improvise some lie to her mother and 
sister, to tell them anything but the truth.  Wasn’t she already lying to them every day by 
concealing her own bitterness? 
 She had destroyed the letter.  But the words that it contained followed her as she 
climbed the stairs, just as if those little pieces of paper had somehow rematerialized and were 
now whirling around inside her head and echoing in her ears.  She heard those words 
bouncing around inside of her confusedly, not in the voice of the man who had written them, 
but in a voice she herself had given them at that moment.  There were no sweet, caressing 
tones here: there was only anger, revolt against anything and everything that she had had to 
suffer up to that point. 
 As soon as she was alone in her room, the pain she felt at the lies she was forced to 
tell in her own home became even more pronounced.  And she felt more deeply how 
detached she had become from her mother and sister.  Hadn’t they, with their restrained, 
dignified humility, with their timorous regard and constant concern for what other people 
thought of them, hadn’t both of them already been readmitted to that world that had so 
savagely cast her out, so remorselessly condemned her? 
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 A new wrinkle had appeared on her forehead as this new and pronounced revolt 
against her family rose up within her.  She tried to nip it in the bud, tried to suppress the fact 
that her confusion was joining forces with the feelings of anger and hatred that instinctively 
surged inside her, and powerfully enough to take over everything, to suffocate the 
apprehension that had plagued her before. 
 But why did she have to be a victim?  She, who had won, who had beaten them?  Was 
she dead, she who made others live?  And what had she done to lose the right to live?  
Nothing…nothing….  Why suffer, therefore, the flagrant injustice of everyone?  And not 
only their injustice, but their insults and slander as well.   That unjust condemnation could 
never be repaired now.  Who now could believe her to be innocent after the way her husband 
and father had behaved?  There would be no recompense, then, for the war that they had 
waged against her, no reparation.  She was lost forever.  But innocence, her innocence, shook 
her, crying out for vengeance.  And the avenger had arrived. 
 Gregorio Alvignani had come.  He was in Palermo.  He had written, and included 
with his letter a card inviting her to the lecture he was giving at the university the next 
morning.  “Come, Marta!” he wrote in that letter, which Marta remembered almost word for 
word.  “Come, and bring the Director of your school.  Come, and with you there to hear 
them, my words will catch fire!” 
 No.  No.  How could she go?  She had already torn the invitation to pieces.  But then 
again…. 
 But she would see him again the next day in any case.  He wrote her that he would 
visit her school himself in order to hear from her own lips whether she was happy with his 
lecture.  He knew that she would never have written to him, would never manifest any desire 
to see or hear from him…. At this point in the letter, he seemed especially troubled…. and it 
was precisely for this reason that he had come to her. 
 Why was she trembling so?  Why now?  She stood up, raised her hand to her forehead 
and haughtily pushed her curls to the side.  Her face was burning, and she was restless, as if a 
surge of new blood were careening through her veins.  She opened the balcony door and 
gazed out at the sky, illuminated so brilliantly by the sunset. 
 Was she to remain outside of life forever?  To bring nothing to that brilliance but 
shadows and fog?  To smother the feelings that recently had begun to well up inside her again 
so confusedly, feverishly, like anxious aspirations to those blue skies, to that springtime 
sunlight, to the joy of swallows and flowers, the swallows that had built their nests above the 
balcony, and the flowers that her mother had scattered here and there throughout the house?  
Was it not time for her too to come back to life? 
 “To live!  Live!” said Alvignani’s letter.  “That is the cry that burst from my heart, 
even among all of the empty, meaningless anxieties and the silly intrigues and the problems 
and annoyances; the sad art form that they have made of fiction and falsehood in the 
pandemonium of our nation’s capital.  To live!  To live!  And so I fled….” 
 Marta was bowled over by that unexpected letter, which read almost like a hymn to 
life.  She was suddenly overcome with a painful desire to weep.  With her eyes full of tears, 




Gregorio Alvignani’s letter was, like every other manifestation of his sentiments, sincere, at 
least in part. 
 It was true that, while in Rome, he had heard what he referred to in the letter as “the 
sincerest voice of our nature – yours and mine…” speaking to him. 
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 He was exhausted.  The combination of too much sedentary work, endless mental 
activity, the enormous and unflagging effort required not only to sustain the gentleman’s 
lifestyle he had grown accustomed to conducting, but also to develop and put into action his 
own ambitions to political power, not to mention justifying them to other people, had worn 
him into the ground.  All of this, compounded by not getting sufficient sleep and taking only 
the occasional holiday, had resulted in a serious strain on his nerves.  
 And one morning, as he stood in front of his mirror, he suddenly took note of the 
pallor of his tired face, the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, the sad lines running down 
from his mouth, his thinning hair; he was profoundly troubled by all of this.  He then entered 
his study and sat at his desk, which was covered with thick dossiers, all neatly stacked.  But 
he could not find it in him to lift a finger; he had lost even the slightest motivation to continue 
with the work he had begun.  And so it was in this manner that the awareness of his inability 
to go on had been imposed upon him, quite without warning, and he had come to the 
conclusion that a long rest was unquestionably in order. 
 It did not help matters that he was disgusted at the underhanded and treacherous war 
against the Prime Minister that some of his colleagues were mounting for trivial reasons at 
that time in the houses of Parliament and in the newspapers.  He, too, was in the opposition, 
but the bad-faith attacks of these few threatened to drag the entire opposition down, and draw 
the disgust of the general public.  He foresaw that, as a result, the House would soon close for 
the purpose of a brief suspension of parliamentary session, which, in fact, is precisely what 
came to pass only a few days later. 
 He therefore devised to leave Rome, the better to reinvigorate himself with a good, 
long rest, and to prepare himself in this manner for the approaching political struggle.  The 
mirror, too, had something to say about distressing feelings that were agitating him.  He was 
already on the downhill slope of life’s mountain, and had even started his descent.  He was 
afraid of going too fast, of falling.  He felt that he needed something to hold onto. 
 In his brief parliamentary career he had been very fortunate.  He had managed to 
make it into the public eye almost from the start, and had elicited both envy and sympathy, 
earning precious friendships and arousing serious hope in people.  Having won victory after 
victory in this way, too easily, he was beset by the unavoidable disappointments and 
discouragements of political life, which were all the more troubling because he had no one 
around him in any intimate sense with whom to celebrate his triumphs, just as he had no one 
to comfort him in his defeats.  He was alone. 
 He hurried to make his preparations to leave Rome, and as soon as he had departed he 
felt a sudden calm, almost greater than he had hoped for, as if the fog that enveloped him had 
all at once lifted.  Behold the sun!  Behold the new green of the fields!  And the train chugged 
along.  He drank in the rushing air in large gulps as it poured into the little window of his 
train car, and had shouted to himself even before he shared his thoughts with Marta, “To live!  
Live!”  And this feeling of triumphant exultation had only grown as his voyage went on.  He 
had seemed to see the world, and life itself, in a new light: in the broad sunlight, without 
complications, full of immense happiness.  The blues and greens of the sky!  Of the sea!  Of 
the countryside! 
 Only a few days after his arrival in Palermo, he managed to find a house that suited 
his disposition perfectly.  It was down a deserted street, just outside the Porta Nuova on Via 
Cuba, far from the city center, almost in the country.  
 The small villa was only one story high but of quite a stately appearance, with a 
central balcony flanked by two windows on each side.  
 – A paradise!  No one could die here… – said the caretaker as he opened the little 
door below the balcony.  As soon as he had crossed through the foyer and set foot on the first 
of three small steps that led into a wide courtyard paved with bricks that was walled-in but 
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open to the sky, Gregorio Alvignani was suddenly startled by a loud flapping of wings, and 
looked up to see doves lining the tops of the two surrounding walls, cooing softly. 
 – So many doves! 
 – Yes, Signore.  They belong to the owner of the house.  I am only taking care of it 
for him…  If the signore does not want them here, I can take them away. 
 – No, that will be fine; leave them.  They don’t bother me. 
 – As the signore wishes.  I come to feed them twice a day, and clean up after them. 
 And the old caretaker whistled to them with a call all his own and with a snap of his 
fingers.  Upon hearing this call, first one, then two together, then three, and then all of the 
birds descended upon the courtyard, cooing and extending their necks, bowing their little 
heads so that they could look sideways. 
 On the left, along the outer side of the wall, there rose a staircase in two short, easy 
flights.  The double staircase, in that courtyard, with those doves gave the house a rustic air 
that was at once modest and cheerful. 
 – No surprises here….  The signore is free to have a nice long look around.  No eye 
can see here inside these walls: only God and the creatures of the air, – the old caretaker 
explained. 
 He climbed the stairs in order to view the inside of the house.  There were eight 
rooms, each furnished with at least an attempt at style. Alvignani was pleased.   
 – Does the young signore have family? 
 – No, I am alone. 
 – Ah, very well.  And so, if you wish to have this double bed exchanged for a smaller 
one…  The owners live just around the corner, on the Corso Calatafimi.  If the signore would 
like to take his meals at home, they can also provide board.  The signore can, in short, have 
anything he likes. 
 – Yes, yes, we’ll make all of the arrangements… – said Alvignani. 
 – But wait… the terrace!  The signore must see it!  It’s a real treat.  The mountains, 
my young signore, it’s as if you could touch them with your hands, they’re so close. 
 Ah, yes, yes.  This was just the refuge he needed: there, in the shadow of the 
mountains, and in view of the countryside. 
 He moved in two days later. 
 – Here I will finally be able to rest. 
 As he went into the city each morning down Corso Calatafimi, he passed the Collegio 
Nuovo.  He looked at the large outer doors, at the windows of the huge building and thought 
to himself that Marta was in there, somewhere.  And he promised himself that he would see 
her again, if for no other reason than curiosity.  But he had to find an opportunity.  He 
thought, “I could just walk right in, even now.  I could simply have myself announced, and 
then see her and speak to her.  No.  Suddenly like that, no.  Better to give her some warning.  
She doesn’t even know that I am in town, and living so close to her.  And who knows how I 
shall find her?  Perhaps she has changed….” And so he would pass by, happy to have a nice 
bit of deserted road before him before he entered the city proper, where he would 
undoubtedly meet a lot of bores. 
 He was deeply convinced of his own worth, of his importance.  But for now anyway, 
the air of slightly petulant self-confidence to which he so often abandoned himself when he 
was far from work and far from Rome, pleasantly mitigated the absoluteness of this 
conviction in the eyes of others. 
 He had not yet decided entirely how he was going to occupy his time during his stay 
in Palermo.  Could he remain idle?  No, no.  For him, idleness and boredom went hand in 
hand.  Besides, having nothing to do could prove extremely dangerous.  Yes, from the 
moment he had arrived he had thought of one thing, and one thing only: seeing Marta again. 
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 “I will buy some new books to read, and I’ll read them.  And then if the mood strikes 
me, I’ll prepare a few more notes for my lecture on Relative Ethics.  That should do it.  We’ll 
see….” 
 He tried not to think about any one thing for too long; his soul was bathing itself in 
this new sense of well-being, renewing itself. 
 “Come now, no one wants to die!  Even when the mind is clouded with thoughts, the 
body finds plenty to enjoy in the sweetness of each season: a cool swim in the summertime, a 
roaring fire in the winter; sleeping, eating, going for walks.  They enjoy these things, our 
bodies, and nary a word to us.  And when do we speak?  When do we reflect?  Only when we 
are forced to by adverse circumstances.  Meanwhile, when the world is most pleasant, our 
spirits rest and are silent.  And so it seems that the world is only ever full of pain and malice.  
A brief hour of pain leaves a long impression; a whole day of serenity passes and doesn’t 
leave a trace.” 
 This reflection struck him as being both extremely true and original, and he smiled to 
himself with satisfaction.  But how could he find the opportunity and the means of seeing 
Marta again?  However much he tried to distract himself, the thought was never far from his 
mind, and he continually tried to devise a way to facilitate that encounter without 
compromising either himself or Marta. 
 He left the house.  And as he walked, he thought, “If only I could at least catch a 
glimpse of her in the street first, without her seeing me!  But what if she noticed me?  
Everything will depend on that first encounter….” 
 Everything – what did that mean?  Gregorio Alvignani avoided that thought. 
 “Everything will depend upon that first encounter….” 
 The occasion did present itself, eventually, and it seemed to him a propitious one.  He 
was invited to give a lecture on the subject of his choice in the great hall of the university.  
Although he had only brought a few books with him and indeed had found himself entirely 
unprepared, he accepted the invitation anyway after being practically begged to do so.  He 
had always been tempted to undertake a thorough, eloquent examination of the modern 
conscience, and he had brought with him his notes for a study that he had begun but which 
had then been interrupted entitled “Future Transformations of the Moral Idea” – that would 
do nicely.  From the examination of the moral conscience he intended to pass to the 
examination of the various manifestations of life, principally of the artistic life.  – “Art and 
the Conscience of Today” – there was his title.56 
 “I will write to her.  I will invite her to come to the lecture.  That’s how I’ll see her; 
she’ll be sitting right in front of me as I speak.” 
 He was absolutely certain this plan would be a success.  For when had he not 
succeeded?  And it tickled him to think that that was where Marta would see him again for 
the first time, graciously receiving the applause of what he was sure would be a large and 
receptive audience. 
 He drew up an outline of his lecture and pored over it point by point since he intended 
to speak it, not read it.  And when the concept was fully fleshed out and his line of argument 
clear, then, he wrote the letter of invitation to Marta, very pleased with himself.  
 The triumph his oratory met with the day of the lecture was even greater than 
Alvignani himself could have expected.  But one thing his triumph did not meet with was 
Marta.  He scanned the expansive hall, packed with people.  He caught sight of the Director 
of Marta’s school.  She was alone.  Marta had not come.  And he didn’t even think to 
                                                 




acknowledge the applause with which the whole of that vast audience greeted him as he 




– Come, just a little walk…  Your headache will go away.  Can’t you see what a beautiful 
day it is?  Just two steps…. 
 – I shouldn’t have come…. 
 – Why do you say that? 
 – I should have sent word… But to where? 
 – Why? – Alvignani insisted. 
 He too was flustered.  He had not expected to find Marta so extraordinarily beautiful, 
nor so embarrassed and tremulous in his presence.  He could not explain the ease with which 
she seemed to want to allow herself to be led.  And he was almost disappointed at this.  He 
feared he might be deceiving himself; he forced himself to doubt, and was afraid to believe.  
He was afraid that an imprudent word, or gesture, or even smile might, in a single moment, 
break the spell. 
 Marta was walking beside him with her chin on her chest, blushing deeply. She had 
not managed to take her leave of him at the gate of the school, and having acquiesced to his 
suggestion that they take a short walk together, she had made sure to turn up a street upon 
which it would become less and less likely that they would meet anyone.  She would 
certainly never have gone with him if they had been walking toward the city, and towards 
people who might know them. 
 She left the school two hours earlier than usual; at that time of day, her husband 
wouldn’t yet be at his post, nor was it likely that Matteo Falcone should see her.  She was 
trembling all the same.  It seemed to her that everyone must be aware of his indiscretion, 
indeed, of his temerity.  And how could anyone fail to notice the extreme agitation with 
which she followed him?  She looked as if she were under some spell, or being led as one 
leads a blind person. 
 And she was not able to grasp the meanings of the words he was saying to her, in that 
trembling voice, but she heard them.  His ardent, impassioned words elicited feelings of 
shame and confusion in her, but along with a sort of indefinable pleasure.  He told her that he 
had never stopped thinking about her, no matter how far away…. 
 And she repeated his words involuntarily, with an incredulous air, 
 – Never… 
 – No, never! 
 What was he saying now?  That she had not responded?  When?  What letter?  She 
began to raise her eyes to look him in the face, but quickly lowered her head again.  Yes, it 
was true: she had not responded.  But how could she have responded at that time? 
 Disjointed thoughts raced through her mind; the two little children she usually tutored 
on that day, the latest threat of her husband recounted in Anna Veronica’s most recent letter, 
the monstrous love and tremendous jealousy of Matteo Falcone….  But none of these 
thoughts managed to penetrate her troubled consciousness, or the anguish she felt pressing 
inside her chest with every heartbeat. 
 She felt that she belonged to this elegant, daring man who was walking beside her, 
who had suddenly come to take her.  And she followed him as if he really did have some sort 
of natural right over her, as if it were her duty to follow him. 
 Great rushes of blood pounded in her brain, and then all at once she felt as if her limbs 
were drained of all energy.  She had, in a very deep sense, lost all consciousness of herself, of 
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everything.  And so she walked before him without a will of her own, and without any hope 
of releasing herself from him, as he drew her in with his web of impassioned words. 
 He too was caught, entirely at her mercy, as if under the sway of some hypnotic 
charm or love potion, and he spoke without quite knowing what he was saying, but with the 
feeling that every word she uttered, its sound, its inflection, was in perfect harmony, and so 
rang with a sort of immediate and infallible persuasion.  He too had stopped thinking.  He 
was aware of one thing and one thing only: that he was close to her, and that he would never 
leave her. 
 It was as if the air surrounding their bodies had become inflamed, and it enveloped 
them entirely, blocking out every perception they might have had of life continuing to go on 
around them.  Their eyes were unable to see any object, their ears no longer able to discern 
any sound. 
 He had begun addressing her with the familiar “tu,” just as he had in his last letter, the 
one that had been discovered by her husband.  And this time she accepted it almost without 
noticing. 
 The road had been empty for a stretch.  The yellow dust shimmered in the afternoon 
sunlight, a cascade of innumerable blinding sparkles that made it seem that the very ground 
beneath their feet was shimmering. The sky was an intense, immaculate blue.  
 Then suddenly they came to a halt.  He stopped first.  Marta looked around her, 
confused.  Where were they?  How long had they been walking? 
 – Have you ever walked this far up the road? 
 – No… never… – she responded timidly, continuing to look around her as if she had 
just awakened from a dream. 
 – Over there… – Alvignani said to her as he took her lightly by the wrist and 
motioned towards a cross street to his left. 
 – Where? – she asked, forcing herself to look at him and drawing her arm, which he 
would not release, back a little bit. 
 – Over here, come… – he insisted, gently guiding her with a slight, tremulous smile 
on his dry lips, his face very pale. 
 – But no… now I must… – she tried to keep her defenses up, but was more awkward 
and agitated than ever as she noticed his trembling hands, his nervous smile, his colorless 
face and the impetuous look in his eyes, the pupils of which had now darkened and dilated.  
 – Only for a moment… this way…  As you can see there’s no one…. 
 – But where?  No…. 
 – Why not?  You’ll be able to see the magnificent enclosure of mountains, and 
Monreale high up above us… and below us, the countryside with everything in bloom…in 
one direction you have the sea, and Monte Pellegrino… and in the other, the whole of the city 
stretched out before your eyes.  Here, we’re at the door.  Come! 
 – No, no! – Marta refused more emphatically, eyeing the door, almost as if she did not 
yet understand that he lived here, and certainly not finding the strength to free her wrist from 
his hand. 
 But he kept drawing her forward.  Once she had crossed over the threshold she 
heaved a deep sigh; within the walls of that short, narrow foyer she felt a moment of peace, 
as if washed over with cool air on a hot day. 
 – Look, look… – Gregorio said to her, pointing out the doves that were all cooing in 
unison, now strutting forward with their chests puffed out as if to defend their territory, and 
now backing away, fearing Marta’s voice as she bent down, calling to them. 
 – Oh, how beautiful they are…  And so many….  
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 As Gregorio watched her bent over like this, he was overcome by an uncontrollable 
desire to embrace her, to pull her close to him and not let her go, not ever let her go again.  It 
seemed to him that he had always, always desired her, from the first day he had seen her. 
 – And look over here: two little steps…  Let’s go up onto the terrace…. 
 – No, no, I really must be going now… – Marta responded immediately, straightening 
up. 
 What?  But you’ve only just got here!  Just two little steps….  You really must see the 
terrace….  You’re already here…. 
 Marta once again allowed herself to be led.  But as soon as she had set foot inside the 
house the spell that had held her transfixed up to that point was suddenly broken.  Her vision 
clouded over and a dizzying confusion took hold of her.  She was lost!  And as if in a 
nightmare, she felt powerless to save herself from this imminent danger.   
 – The terrace?  Where is the terrace? 
 – Here we are….  We will go there now…. – Gregorio responded, taking her hand 
and pressing it to his chest.  – But first…. 
 She raised her anxious, pleading eyes to his.  
 – Where is it? – she repeated, drawing back her hand. 
 She could not see any way out now. 
 Gregorio led her through a series of rooms, and then they climbed a narrow flight of 
wooden stairs. 
 The view was truly spectacular.  The great wall of mountains loomed before them, 
dark and majestic under the brilliant sky.  The outlines of their formidable backs were put 
into sharp relief by the well-defined shadows.  Monreale seemed to be a snow-white herd 
pastured halfway up the slope.  And down below stretched the countryside, dotted with little 
white houses, dark now in the shadow of the mountains.   
 – And now this side! – he said. 
 And just as dark and as imposing as the view of the mountains had been on the other 
side of the terrace, so did the view from the opposite side spread out before her, as vast and 
bright as any she had ever seen.  She could see the whole of the city; the wide expanse of 
rooftops, cupolas and bell towers, among which the bulk of the Teatro Massimo stood out, 
gigantic, offering themselves up to her eyes.  And then there was the sea, pushed into the 
background, sparkling in the same sunshine as Monte Pellegrino, all rosy now as it seemed to 
lie down blissfully, ready for sleep. 
 For a moment, Marta was lost in contemplation of this vast spectacle.  Then her eyes 
searched out the campanile of the Duomo, behind which sat her house.  And suddenly at the 
thought of her mother and sister waiting for her there, her distress grew sharper, her remorse 
grew more acute, and she felt a deep and desperate distrust of herself.  She drew up her 
handkerchief and hid her face. 
 – You’re crying?  But why, Marta?  Why? – he asked her with affectionate concern, 
pulling the two of them together.  – Come, let’s get down from here… You can go now… 
 – Yes, yes, … right away…. – she said, controlling herself only with great difficulty.  
– I should not…  I should not have come. 
 – But why do you say that? – said Gregorio again, clearly suffering, wounded by her 
words, as he helped her down the stairs.  – Why do you say that, Marta?  My Marta, Marta 
mia….  Wait, wait….  Here we are!  Please don’t cry….  Sit here a moment and get a hold of 
yourself. 
 And as he dried her eyes, he embraced her trembling body. 
 – No… no…. – Marta tried to defend herself, but her strength was gone. 
 When he embraced her, all of her limbs shook violently, and a sob broke from deep 






– When, when will you come back? – Alvignani asked her passionately as he held her tightly 
in his arms on the staircase. 
 She let him hold her, and did not respond.  She was strangely inert, almost comatose.  
Had she tried to speak, she would not have found her voice.  Come back?  But now she no 
longer would have wished to go away; not only so as not to break his embrace, but because 
by then, she felt that she had reached her inevitable destination.  She had finally sunk as low 
as she could, straight to the bottom where everyone, everyone had pushed her, or rather in a 
fury of blows had beaten her down, struck her from behind, tripped her until she had fallen.  
How could she ever raise herself up again?  How could she ever recover from this?  How 
could she at least take up the fight again?  It was over!  She had finally arrived at the place 
everyone wanted her to end up.  And the one who had been waiting there all along, he had 
taken her; he had come to get her, just so, quite simply, as if all of the injustices she had 
endured somehow granted him this right over her.  That was why, right away, from the 
moment she had seen him again, she was unable to resist him, why she had found herself 
suddenly without a will of her own, and in front of him, who was all confidence.  Without 
will!  This was her overwhelming impression of herself. 
 – Mine… mine… mine… – Alvignani insisted, pulling her in more and more tightly. 
 Yes.  His!  His like a thing.  Like a thing she had given to him. 
 Not understanding her abandon, or rather, interpreting it otherwise, he bent down as if 
he were drunk and whispered into her ear, entreating her to stay, to please stay just a little 
while longer…. 
 – No, I must go, – she said, suddenly rousing herself and almost wriggling out of his 
arms. 
 He took her hand. 
 – When will you come back? 
 – I will write to you…. 
 And she left.  But as soon as she was alone on that same street she had walked not an 
hour before, next to him, she was beset again by those same feelings that she had left by the 
roadside on her way there.  It was as if they had remained there in hiding, ready in ambush, 
waiting for her to come back and retrace her steps. 
 Almost in shock, she turned back to look at the street she had just left, and then she 
took up again, moving forward hurriedly, her mind a jumble.  And as she walked, she 
reflected on her own honesty, trying to defend her actions by calling forth all of the reasons, 
the excuses, and arguments that she could muster. It was almost as if she were trying to 
mount an attack against this man who had suddenly robbed her of that honesty, while at the 
same time freeing herself from the idea that most dismayed and humiliated her: the idea that 
she had almost without any resistance allowed herself to become guilty of the very crime that 
she had so unjustly been accused of committing in the first place.  She forced herself to see, 
to feel, to sense in that sudden and unexpected fall of hers, which so shocked her, an act of 
vengeance that she had committed on purpose, her revenge against everyone for having been 
wrongly accused before. 
 At the sight of the school on her right, she managed with some effort to raise her 
spirits a little bit.  She was now back on that stretch of the Corso that she was used to passing 
through every day.  She slowed her pace, and pressed on more calmly, more sure of herself, 
as if she had literally left her guilt behind her by virtue of the fact that anyone who saw her 
now would simply think, “She is just going home from school.”  All the same, she still felt 
weighed down by some indefinable something, a fear that if anyone so much as breathed 
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close to her, or looked at her, or spoke to her, she might betray herself.  She tried to rid 
herself of this aggravating sensation by reading the familiar signs of the shops as she passed 
them, just as she did every day, and with that, she finally felt reassured.  She was suddenly 
struck with terror that if she were to speak to anyone her voice would tremble.  And then a 
sigh came quickly to her lips.  – Oh, so tired! –.  As she spoke these words, she listened 
carefully to how they sounded, pretending that they really did express what she was feeling, 
and weren’t just an experiment she was carrying out, brought about by the sudden onset of 
fear.  It was her usual voice, yes.  But the words did not seem to be coming from her own 
mouth; rather, they sounded like an imitation, as if she were doing an imitation of her own 
voice. 
 She noted with relief that nothing on the street had changed at all, that everything, in 
sum, was just as before, and she made a conscious effort to bring herself into line with the 
workaday rhythms of the shops and newspaper stands she walked past every day.  And here 
she was, finally passing beneath the Porta Nuova, just as she had yesterday, just as she had 
the day before that.  And as she approached her house, little by little she felt her sense of 
calm returning by sheer force of will and concentration. 
 Maria was on the terrace and, looking down between the urns of flowers that lined the 
balustrade, she caught sight of her sister in the street.  Marta waved to her, and Maria smiled.  
Nothing new at home either. 
 – How… but why are you so early today? – her mother asked. 
 – Early?  Yes… I cancelled one of my tutoring sessions… I had a little bit of a 
headache. 
 What she was saying was true.  Her voice was steady.  She had fittingly remembered 
the headache.  She smiled at her mother and added, 
 – I’ll go and change.  Maria is on the terrace….  I saw her from the street. 
 Alone in her room, she was amazed at how calm she had seemed, as if she had not 
had to imposed it upon herself at all.  She was amazed at how well she had managed to 
deceive her mother.  And with that amazement there came a kind of satisfaction.  For the rest 
of the day, she seemed more cheerful to her mother and sister than they could remember 
having seen her in a long time. 
 As evening fell, however, it became clear to her that she did not need to pretend for 
the others so much as she needed to pretend for herself.  In order to avoid her own feeling of 
uneasiness and not to be left alone with herself, she quickly took out from one of the drawers 
a stack of schoolwork to correct, and pencil in hand, she set herself to reading the papers and 
marking the errors, just as she did every night, focusing all of her attention on the task at 
hand.  Her effort was in vain, however; there were too many thoughts bouncing around inside 
her head.  She couldn’t even manage to stay seated, and went to press her burning forehead 
against the cool glass of the balcony window. 
 There, with her eyes closed, she tried to recreate clearly in her mind every last detail 
of that afternoon.  But the lucidity of her soul was clouded even now, as she recalled the walk 
to Alvignani’s house.  He lived way up the mountain, and he had led her, ignorant of his 
intentions though she was, all the way there, all the way to his house! She should have taken 
her leave of him when they had reached the corner of the street.  But how could she have?  
She hadn’t even been able to say a word!  In her mind’s eye she revisited the courtyard full of 
doves, the open staircase.  There… if only the stairs had not been out in the open like that . . . 
perhaps she would never have gone up them in the first place….  Ah, yes: of course!  And 
again she saw the magnificent spectacle of that expansive cluster of mountains.  And then as 
she lingered on the memory of having searched from Alvignani’s terrace for her own little 
rooftop in the shadow of the Duomo, she had a strange sensation: she seemed to find herself 
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looking down from that terrace once again, and seeing herself as she was right now, there, in 
her room, with her forehead pressed against the glass of the balcony window. 
 – It’s what they all wanted… – she murmured to herself sharply, trying hard to keep 
the emotions that she could feel tightening in her throat in check.  – I will write to him, – she 
added, furrowing her brow.  Then with a sudden change of heart, she shrugged, and ended 
her thought, – Well, it was bound to end this way, whatever happened. 
 And she wrote a long, desperate letter that revolved almost entirely around the two 
phrases, “What have I done?” and “What will I do now?”  She expressed her remorse at her 
sudden fall with an aggressive pouring forth of passion in the phrase especially repeated and 
underlined: “Now I am yours!” almost as if she were trying to frighten him. 
 “As I walked up that hill next to you, I had no idea….  You should have told me; I 
would not have come.  It would have been better, so much better, for me… and for you too!  
If only you could imagine how much I suffered when I had to return here alone, how much I 
am suffering at this very moment, here with my mother and sister!  And tomorrow?  I feel 
like I have been thrown bodily out of anything that resembles life, and I don’t know what I 
will do, or what will become of me.  I am the sole provider for two poor women.  And I 
myself am lost, without a guide….  Can you not taste how bitter it is, the fruit of our love?  
Merely to think at all poisons it. But how can I not think, in my condition?  You are free; I 
am not!  The freedom of spirit that you speak about is nothing but torture for a body in 
chains….” 
 The letter terminated abruptly, almost as if it had been choked off at the foot of the 





– Oh, mia cara, when I say, “My conscience will not permit me, “I am really saying, “People 
will not permit me, the world will not permit me.”  My conscience!  What do I suppose it 
really is, this conscience of mine? My conscience is just other people talking, mia cara!  My 
conscience simply repeats to me what the others say, what society says.  So then, hear me 
out!  My conscience absolutely gives me permission to love you.  And you, you examine 
your conscience, and you will see that the others have given you permission to love me as 
well.  Yes, just as you yourself said, precisely because of all of those things that they have 
made you suffer unjustly.” 
 In this way, Alvignani would twist his words in order to quiet his doubts, as well as 
Marta’s guilt and fear.  Indeed, he often repeated this argument in various formulations 
because it made it seem clearer and more convincing, especially to himself.   And the rising 
passion of his words sometimes managed to silence even his own doubts, his own guilt, and 
the fear that he had not yet openly, or secretly, for that matter, admitted to himself. 
 Marta would listen in silence, hanging on his every word, letting herself be wrapped 
up in his warm, colorful language.  She wanted to believe, but she was not convinced.  She 
knew all too well what those secret visits to his house were costing her, what torment she felt 
at school, and what anxiety and anguish it caused her at night!  She knew that her confused, 
agitated state, with her thoughts and feelings turning over and over in her mind, each 
dissociated from the next, would eventually betray her, one day or another.  She desperately 
wished she could have some hope for the future.  But what was left to hope for?  She could 
not have said, even to herself.  But she knew that she could not last much longer in that state, 
living that kind of life.  She no longer had any place where she could find even a moment of 
peace; in her own home it was all lies, at school it was torture, at his house, guilt and fear.  
Where could she flee to?  What was she to do? 
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 She went to Alvignani’s for only one reason: to hear him speak, to hear him say the 
things that in her heart of hearts she truly wanted to believe were true.  That she had not 
given in, had not been beaten.  That this man had not taken possession of her by means of the 
violence others had visited upon her, but that she herself had willed it, and at this point she 
had to stand by the situation she had created, since it was she who had given herself to him.  
Her soul was suffering, her mind was reeling, and it was only in his words that she could find 
some slight relief. 
 – If you loved me more, you would think about all of this less, – he would say to her.  
– Love means forgetting everything else. 
 – You make it sounds as if I want to think about all of this! – responded Marta, 
irritated. 
 – Look, I only think one thing: that you are mine, and that we mustn’t let anything get 
in the way of our loving each other.  Look me in the eyes.  Do you love me? 
 Marta looked at him for a moment, and then lowered her eyes, her cheeks turning a 
bright crimson as she responded, 
 – I wouldn’t be here…. 
 – And so? – he asked as he took her hand and pulled her closer to him. 
 She did not try to pull away, but rather abandoned herself, shamefaced and trembling, 
to that embrace.  And then she hurried away, believing, once she had awakened from her 
momentary loss of memory, that she had stayed too long with him. 
 In the meantime, as he saw her off, he no longer lingered unsatisfied and fascinated 
on the last step of that staircase, as he had on her first visit.  Now, just as soon as she had 
turned to go out through the little foyer, waving a sad, small goodbye, he quickly drew a deep 
breath, almost as if of relief, or perhaps of pity for her, and slowly made his way back up the 
stairs, deep in thought. 
 Thus did that first almost dreamlike stupor vanish, little by little, as did the first happy 
upheaval he had initially felt upon seeing Marta and at the unhoped-for ease with which his 
sudden, blazing hot desires had been fulfilled.  He now realized how and why he had 
managed to take possession of her so quickly, and he also realized the extent of Marta’s 
feelings for him.  No, she did not love him, and she had not given herself over to him for 
love.  Perhaps under different circumstances, yes, she might have fallen in love with him.  
But not now.  In the chaos of her sudden fall, she had clutched for him as one clutches for 
someone else in a shipwreck: desperately, and without hope of being saved. 
 How would it end? 
 “Will she want to come with me to Rome?”  Alvignani thought. 
 This would certainly have made him happy.  But what about her mother?  And her 
sister?  Would they come with her?  He would have no objection to that.  But how would he 
propose it to her?  She was so proud… and under no circumstances would she bend to the 
conditions that he was able to offer her.  And this proposal was the only one he had to offer.  
What, indeed, could he do for her?  He was ready to do anything, but she had to give him a 
sign. 
 In the end, Avignani deemed it better to put subtlety aside, and take a more direct 
approach, so as not to have anything to reproach himself with later. 
 – I bore you, don’t I? – she would ask him bitterly.  – You’re thinking of leaving…. 
 – But no, Marta!  Why on earth would you say that?  You’ve misjudged me….  As 
long as you don’t want to go with me…. 
 – Go with you?  If it were just me, perhaps!  But don’t you see?  This means that you 
are thinking of going away! 
 Gregorio shrugged his shoulders and sighed. 
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 – But if you refuse to understand what I say to you…!  I am here, and I will stay here, 
with you, until we have come to some decision about our future.  I only want you to be 
happy.  I am not thinking of anything else…. 
 – But how?  How?  If only I knew! 
 – I know; I understand what you mean.  But can you also see that as long as I am with 
you…. 
 – Yes.  And Marta had to agree.  But what should she decide?  Everyone had a road 
stretching before them, whether a sad or happy one.  She alone had no road at all.  She alone 
did not know what remained for her to do.  
 For nearly two months, their relationship dragged on in this way, darkened and 
saddened by the shadow of the guilt that her conscience continually cast over them.  He had 
tried in vain to remove, to shake off this shadow with his impassioned words.  Now he 
suffered its oppressive force in silence, as it added its weight to their shared sadness with its 
own heavy inertia, and they awaited the day that neither of them would be able to bear it any 
longer.   
 – It is your decision.  As I have told you, I am ready for anything. 
 Going away, returning to Rome, coming up with a letter that put forward some 
excuse: the sudden call of some urgent professional matter?  If he had taken any of these 
options perhaps she would have found a little bit of calm.  And perhaps in that calm she could 
come to a decision.  No.  After much reflection, he rejected this plan as too violent.  Maybe it 
would have been better simply to propose to her directly that they end things; not so much for 
his sake as for hers, as she was already suffering so much.  But this plan too was rejected by 
Gregorio Alvignani as he wished to avoid the distasteful scene that would almost certainly 
follow. No, better to wait until some step was taken by her, of her own accord.  
 Then there arrived a piece of unexpected news that upset both Alvignani and Marta, 
albeit in very different ways.  Anna Veronica announced in a long letter that Rocco Pentàgora 
was gravely ill with typhus, and his case was so severe that by doctor’s orders had been 
placed in hospice care. 
 Marta went white as she read the letter, which seemed to her like a direct, odious 
response to the desperate wishes she had made on those long, sleepless nights, wishes that, in 
the depths of her conscience, she knew to be wrong, since, because of her more recent 
actions, she no longer had any right to wish for her husband’s death.  And yet how many 
times as she tossed and turned in her bed has she prayed, 
 – Please God, if only he would die! 
 And now he was dying.  He was really dying.  
 In a state of terrible agitation, she went to communicate the news to Alvignani. 
 He stood there perplexed, watching Marta as she eyed him piercingly.  They stared at 
each other for a little while, and he almost got the impression that the silence of the room was 





– You, in Palermo?  But how? 
 And Gregorio Alvignani found himself standing before Professor Luca Blandino, who 
was walking, as usual, with his eyes half closed, lost in thought, with his stick under his arm, 
his hands behind his back and a long cigar lying lazily on his beard. 
 – Oh, my dear man! – said Blandino, looking up at Alvignani without the least bit of 
surprise, as if he were simply continuing a conversation they had been having for the past 
hour.  – Up, up!  Raise your chin a little….  Yes!  How much are they? 
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 – How much are what? – Gregorio asked, laughing. 
 – Those collars… how much a piece?  They’re a little too high for me….  What are 
you laughing at, you scoundrel?  Are you making fun of me?  I want to buy three of them.  
Come now, you must help me.  I have a call to make, and in my present state I am not at all 
presentable.  I’ve only just arrived…. 
 And with that he took the arm of Alvignani, who was still laughing, and set off with 
him. 
 – Oh, talking of that, what are you doing here? 
 – Talking of what? – Gregorio Alvignani asked him, and began to laugh again. 
 – Oh nothing, nothing…  I just wanted to know, – Blandino responded, suddenly 
becoming serious and furrowing his brow ominously. 
 – The Camera is closed…. – said Alvignani. 
 – I know it is… And you, why are you here?  I don’t want to make another mess of 
things….  Tell me the truth. 
 – What mess of things? – asked Gregorio, becoming serious himself and struggling to 
understand. 
 – I’ll tell you all about it….  Let’s go in here, – Blandino responded, directing the two 
into one of the many shops that lined the street.  – I can buy those collars. 
 – I gave a lecture at the University….  I’ll be heading back in a few days…. 
 – To Rome? 
 – To Rome. 
 – Collars! – Blandino demanded of the young man behind the counter.  – Look here… 
like the ones my friend here wears, but a little lower. 
 Having made his purchases Gregorio Alvignani suggested that he and Blandino go to 
his house (Marta would not be coming by that day), and so they climbed into a carriage. 
 – Now would you please explain to me this “mess”? 
 – Ah, of course!  So, a lecture?  And then you’ll be leaving soon? 
 – I hope to…. 
 – I would have preferred not to find you here. 
 – And why is that? 
 Alvignani believed he understood, but he assumed an expression somewhere in 
between pained and surprised.  There was a faint smile playing on his lips. 
 From this smile, Blandino, who was a singularly acute reader of people, could tell 
immediately that Alvignani was already on his guard. 
 – Why?  Because your presence here arouses my suspicions. 
 – Oh, of course it stands to reason that I should never visit Palermo again!  But you, 
why have you come here?  And for goodness sake, what suspicion? 
 – Haven’t you understood me? – Blandino asked, holding his gaze. 
 – No, I suppose I haven’t…. that is, I can’t imagine that you would even think of 
suggesting….  Yes?  Really?  Still?  My dear man, water under the bridge…. 
 – Word of honor? 
 Gregorio Alvignani burst once again into a peal of laughter, and said, 
 – Do you know something?  You become more foolish every time I see you. 
 – You’re right! – confirmed Luca Blandino with the utmost sincerity, shaking his 
head and closing his eyes.  – Every day I am more forgetful and stupid than the day before.  I 
can’t even teach anymore; I no longer remember anything…. Eighty, eighty and eighty: that’s 
two lire forty, correct?  Wait, no, I think I’ve made an error….  I bought three collars, 
correct?  Two lire forty… the thieves!  How much change did they give me back?  No, no – 
this is right:  forty and sixty make one hundred – three lire, that’s right.  Very good.  Anyway, 
what were we talking about? 
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 – How many more years do you have to work before you can retire on your pension? 
– Gregorio Alvignani asked him. 
  – Oh, too many.  Let’s not talk about it I beg you, – Blandino responded.  – We must 
focus now on reconciling Rocco Pentàgora and his wife. 
 At first Gregorio Alvignani didn’t think that he had heard correctly.  Then he turned 
pale.  That jesting little smile never left his lips, however. 
 – Oh yes?  But why on earth, after…? 
 He broke off, feeling that perhaps his voice was not entirely steady. 
 – This is why I have come, – added Blandino, studying him closely.  – That’s the 
reason I told you that I would have preferred not to find you here. 
 – But what does it have to do with me? – cried Alvignani with an astonished air. 
 – Oh, be quiet and you’ll see; this has to do with you, – exclaimed Blandino with a 
sigh.  But please, let’s not talk about it any longer…. now we need to think about this 
reconciliation. 
 Are you sure it’s even possible? – Alvignani asked, feigning naïveté to perfection. 
 – Let’s hope so….  Why not?  Her husband wants her back. 
 – Oh, so he was finally persuaded, eh? – added Gregorio Alvignani with an air of 
indifference. 
 The two men continued their journey in silence. 
 – This way, driver.  It’s Via Cuba, the first house…. – Alvignani finally broke the 
silence to direct the driver. 
 Not long after, once they were standing in the large room that opened out onto the 
balcony with its balustrade and pillars, they resumed their conversation. 
 – You really are incorrigible! – Gregorio exclaimed, laughing.  – You really don’t 
know how not to ask for trouble, do you? 
 – Eh, I know, I know.  But what can I do?  It’s my fate…. Everyone comes to me for 
help.  I don’t know how to say no, and…. This time, however…. Did you know that poor boy 
has been sick?  He almost died. 
 – Pentàgora?  Really? 
 – Rocco, yes.  Typhus…  I live, I don’t know if you knew, in the Pentàgora house, as 
a tenant.  He sent for me….  Poor boy, he’s unrecognizable, just skin and bones.  “Professor,” 
he says, “you must help me….  The letters are no good….  You must go to Marta’s mother 
and tell her my condition.  I want Marta back!  I want her back!”  And so, here we are my 
dear Gregorio!  Let’s hope we can bring this tragic story to an end.  
 – Yes, of course…. – affirmed Alvignani as he paced up and down the room.  – That 
would be the best thing, without a doubt. 
 – Wouldn’t it? 
 – Yes.  It would have been better if nothing unfortunate had happened in the first 
place, as indeed nothing should have happened.  I told you this at the time, do you 
remember?  When you found the courage to present yourself to me as Pentàgora’s second.  
He acted like a child, trying to provoke me like that.  I did not need a second scandal, and so 
could not avoid the duel.  From then on, I knew that this would be the solution.  Perhaps it’s 
taken him a little long….  But enough; in any case, he is trying to remedy the situation now.  
And he does well. 
 – Did you know that since the death of Francesco Ajala, he, her husband, I mean, has 
tried many times to reconcile the two of them?  She would hear nothing of it…. 
 – Too late, or too soon perhaps, – Avignani observed.  – Because you really ought to 
have some sympathy for the wife, it seems to me!  I know it’s not my place to say so, but just 
between us….  In any case, now everything is over and done with, or will be shortly.   And 
disgrace her they have!  If some blame… that is, blame… let’s not say blame!  If there has 
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been some… mistake, some, shall we say, tiny mistake on anyone’s part, it was mine.  And I 
have regretted my part in this matter most bitterly. I still do.  It was a momentary lapse on my 
part, I confess.  Her convenient proximity, my sudden and intense feelings for her… the 
closed nature of my life, always buried in my work… it was a moment, in sum, of 
uncontrollable, if cordial…excitement, and nothing more. By the grace of her own virtue and 
honesty, I would have soon returned to my life of books and work, if as a result of the 
husband’s incredible lack of judgment, things had not suddenly turned out… well, as they 
turned out.  Ah, we must never linger so long in dreams, my dear friend, that we are 
overcome by the shock of reality!   I have told myself that time and time again….  But I bring 
this up only to point out that if he, this husband of hers, God save him, had died, I myself 
would have quickly repaired the evils that, from every side, brought the poor woman so low.  
You know me, and you know that I am not the kind of man who runs around having affairs!  
You yourself once wrote me a rather brash letter on her behalf, do you remember?  But I did 
not hold it against you.  Rather, I immediately did everything in my power to help her… 
which was too little, unfortunately, given the circumstances, but still, I did everything I could.  
And now you bring me this encouraging news.  She will be granted justice in the eyes of 
society; it is this that you must make her understand….  Yes, because she…well, I imagine… 
will not be disposed to respond well to the husband’s change of heart, not right now.  And 
rightly so; she has suffered so much, the poor thing.  But if you want it to succeed, you must 
make her the proposal, it seems to me, from this angle.  And this will take a great deal of tact, 
passion…. I am sure you can manage that!  This truly is the way out of this mess, the only 
real recompense for her, the proof, the recognition of her innocence on the part of all of those 
who accused her and condemned her with their eyes stubbornly closed!  Don’t you think so?  
This, this is what you will have to argue when you see her! 
 – Yes, yes, of course… – Blandino agreed, distracted.  – Just leave it to me…. 
 – Don’t you think so? – Alvignani repeated, still lost in his reasoning, as if he were 
trying to persuade himself in particular.  – It’s precisely the ending one would want to this 
terrible, tragic story: the just ending, the natural one.  You cannot imagine, my dear friend, 
how happy this makes me….  You must understand how I feel: this whole situation was 
initiated by me, and brought to bear on an innocent woman, without rhyme or reason, and it 
has been weighing on me terribly.  Just knowing that this poor lady, thrown out of her home, 
still so young and beautiful, exposed as she has been to the evils of society…. it has been, 
believe me, a source of continual regret for me….  Are you going? 
 – Yes, I’ll be leaving now, – responded Blandino, who had already stood up. 
 Let’s see each other this evening….  I would like to know….  Shall we have dinner 
together? 
 They made arrangements to meet, and Luca Blandino left.  Not long after, as Gregorio 
Alvignani opened his bedroom door in the near darkness, he felt these two words strike him 
in the face, like blows. 
 – Coward!  Coward! 
 He took a step backward. 
 – You?  Here?  Marta! 




– Yes, here.  I heard everything, – Marta shot back, quivering with disdain. 




 – It was all I could do not to open that door, not to rush in and unmask you in front of 
that imbecile!  Even from here I wanted to shout out to him, “Don’t believe him!  I am here, 
in his house!” 
 – Marta!  Are you crazy? – shouted Gregorio.  – What do you want me to say?  Is it 
my fault that he brought up your husband? 
 – And did he maybe also ask you to teach him the best way to get me to fall into his 
trap?  Or how to present this proposal to me?  Oh, you are really pleased with yourself, aren’t 
you? 
 – Me?  Well…yes!  I did what I did for you! 
 – For me?  And what other cowardly acts would you like to commit for me now?  For 
me, you say?  And what have I become to you?  Now that you have grown tired of me you 
want to push me back into the arms of my husband?  Is that it? 
 – No, no!  Not if that isn’t what you want! – Gregorio protested. 
 – Whether I want it or not.  And do you really think that it’s possible now, after what 
has happened between you and me?  And to discover that you have been hoping for it?  That 
you’re happy about it?  God!  Is this what they have turned me into?  What have I become?  
You waited for me…. I came, here, to your house, of my own free will, and now that you 
have had me, you think you can just pass me back to this other man? 
 – How can you think such terrible things of me? – Alvignani exclaimed, crestfallen. 
 – Oh, how can I?  How can you think that of me?  The fact you would hope that… 
But you don’t even know the worst yet!  Oh my head… my poor, aching head…. 
 And Marta pressed her trembling hands hard against her temples. 
 – The worst? – asked Gregorio Alvignani. 
 – Yes, yes.  There’s no way out of this for me, not now.  You might as well know.  
Death alone. 
 – What are you saying? 
 – I am lost!  You’ve destroyed me….  I came with the purpose of telling you that. 
 – Destroyed?  What are you saying?  Explain it to me! 
 – Lost.  Don’t you understand? – shouted Marta.  – Lost… lost…. 
 Gregorio Alvignani stood still as if perplexed, staring Marta in the face with terrified 
eyes, and stammered, 
 – Are you sure? 
 – Of course I’m sure….  How could I make a mistake like this?  How could I have 
deceived myself like this?   – Marta responded, collapsing in a chair.  – This is what I came to 
tell you.  How can I hide my condition from my mother?  My sister?  They’ll see right 
away…  No, no, I’d rather die!  It’s all over.  Death is all that’s left for me now.   
 – God, what a blow this is.  – murmured a crushed Alvignani, covering his face with 
his hands. 
 – How can we fix this?  What remedy is there? – said Marta desperately, through her 
tears. 
 – Please don’t cry like that!  We’ll look for a solution together…. 
 – Oh, for you!  For yourself! I see how it is….  You’ve already found a way out for 
yourself! 
 – For me?  What?  No…no….  Stop blaming me….  How was I to know?  Forgive 
me!  Listen, I’ll run and catch up with Blandino.  I’ll tell him that… I’ll tell him the truth! … 
And that he no longer needs to worry about…. 
 – What!  And then what’s your plan? 
 – Then you will come with me…. 
 – That again?  Why must you torture me?  It’s useless, and my heart can’t take it!  Or 
are you saying this on purpose because you know that it can’t possibly be what I want? 
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 – And again with your suspicions!  Marta, for God’s sake, can’t you see that my pain 
is sincere?  I know you don’t want it, but what other option do you have?  What do you 
propose to do? 
 – I don’t know…. I don’t know…. Go with you, yes.  Yes, at this point I might as 
well, now that all is lost….  But my mother?  My sister?  You know that I provide for them.  
After everything they’ve been through, do you really expect me to add this new shame?  
Can’t you understand?  You know how proud my mother is.  
 – And so? – asked Gregorio, irritated, trying to rise above his discouragement by 
sheer force of reason.  – Can’t you see that there’s no way out?  Either you go with me, or 
with him, your husband! 
 Marta rose to her feet, contemptuously. 
 – No! – she said.  – This last act of cowardice, no!  I would never stoop so low! 
 – And so? – Gregorio repeated. 
 After a moment of silence, he continued. 
 – Not with me, and not with him either.  But while by some act of providence he is 
giving you the chance…  Just hear me out!  Think about it.  You don’t have the courage to 
come with me… because of your mother and sister, correct?  That’s fine.  So what will you 
do?  Either you sacrifice yourself for them by reuniting with your husband, or they are the 
ones sacrificed, and you come with me.  But tell me this… Did you somehow seek out the 
olive branch that he is offering you now?  No: he, your husband, is offering it to you himself, 
of his own accord.   
 – That’s true, – returned Marta.  – But why?  It’s because he knows that I am 
innocent, just as I was before, and because he is sorry for having punished me unjustly. 
 – And didn’t he truly punish you unjustly? 
 – Yes. 
 – Well then?  Why does it suddenly seem like you are defending him now? 
 – Me?  Who is defending him? – shouted Marta.  – But I can no longer accuse him 
now, don’t you see? 
 – Now you’re accusing me instead. 
 – Yes, you.  And myself, and everyone, and my unhappy fate. 
 Gregorio Alvignani shrugged his shoulders. 
 – I offer you my hand, and you push it away….  You also heard what I said to 
Blandino in there.  If your husband had died, I would have married you….  What other proof 
could I give you of the honesty of my intentions?  But instead you insist on seeing me as 
someone… someone out to profit from your misfortune.  It’s not true!  I am not what you 
insist on thinking that I am.  I am ready, now as I always have been, to do anything you 
wish….  What else can I say to you?  Why insist on blaming me? 
 – I blame myself and myself alone, – said Marta, somberly.  – It was I alone who 
became your lover…. 
 The moment he heard this word Alvignani suddenly started.  Pulling Marta close, he 
took her forcibly by the arm. 
 – My lover?  No, my dear!  Oh, if only I had ever seen in you, in your eyes, the least 
bit of love!  I would go to your husband, and I would say to him, “You kicked her out 
although she was innocent, you defamed her without any cause, you ruined her because I 
loved her?  And now that she loves me, you want her back?  No!  Now she is mine, mine 
forever, all mine.  One man in her life is enough!”  But you, love me?  No….  You, my 
lover… no!  And yet this is why I embraced this proposal that you and your husband 
reconcile.  Because I thought that you wouldn’t be able to last much longer in  that situation, 
which I had put you in in the first place.  Understand, it’s not unbearable for me, who loves 
you, but for you, because you don’t love me! You have never loved me.  You have never 
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loved anyone, ever!  Whether this is through some defect on your part or is the fault of 
others, I don’t know.  You admitted as much yourself when you said that you felt that 
everyone had pushed you into my arms….  And now, look what we have here; this is your 
real revenge.  And if I were in your shoes I wouldn’t hesitate a minute!  Think about it!  Even 
though you were innocent, they punished you, defamed you, drove you out.  And only now 
that you have been pushed and persecuted by everyone, now that you have committed this 
terrible sin – don’t look at me like that, I know that’s what it is to you! – the sin they accused 
you of when you were innocent, and not because of any passion on your part, or even because 
you particularly wanted to! Now they want you back!  Well, go then!  Go back!  You will be 
punishing them all, just as they deserve! 
 The eloquent, impetuous resentment of his speech struck Marta dumb.  She stood for 
a moment staring at him, and then her eyes made their way to the window and she suddenly 
realized that darkness had fallen.  She jumped to her feet.  
 – Evening already?  What will I do?  It’s dark out now…. Oh God, what will I tell 
them at home?  What excuse can I find…? 
 – What you need to find is a solution to this problem, – said Alvignani sullenly, not 
paying attention to Marta’s distress at the lateness of the hour.  – Think, think about what I 
have said! 
 – You can argue all you want, – sighed Marta.  – But I…. Let me go, let me go 
now….  I must go….  It’s already evening…. 
 – I will be waiting for you here tomorrow – Alvignani told her.  – Whatever you 
decide, know that I will be ready for anything.  Addio!  Wait… your hair… at least fix your 
hair a little….  
 – No, no… there, like that….  Addio! Marta hurried down the street, rubbing her eyes, 
straightening her hair and thinking of excuses she could put forward for the great lateness 
with which she was returning home. 
 As she rounded the corner in the semidarkness, she suddenly found herself face to 
face with Matteo Falcone. 
 – Where are you coming from? 
 – You!  What do you want with me? 
 – Where are you coming from? – Falcone repeated, so close to her that their faces 
were almost touching. 
 – Let me pass!  What do you think you’re doing, accosting people in the street like 
this?  Are you spying on me? 
 – I’ll show the world what you really are! – Falcone roared between clenched teeth. 
 – Brute!   Taking advantage of a woman out on her own in the dark? 
 – Where are you coming from? – said Falcone again, out of his mind with jealousy, 
clutching at Marta’s arm. 
 – Leave me alone, villano!  I’ll scream! 
 – Scream then, and make him come down!  Even the way I am, I have an iron grip, by 
God, the better to wring his neck like a chicken’s!  Is it that skinny blond fellow from before?
  
 – Yes, my husband! – said Marta.  – Why don’t you go and find him?  
 – Your husband?  What?  That man is your husband? – exclaimed Falcone, taken 
aback.  
 – Get out of my way….  I do not have to answer to you…. 
 Marta rushed down the street, followed by Falcone. 
 – He’s your husband?  Listen…, listen, please…. You must forgive me…. 




 – You, mad?  No, I am the mad one!  You must forgive me, have pity on me…. I 
deserve compassion, not contempt….  I am not the monster; the world is the monster, a crazy 
monster that has made you so very beautiful, and made me…like this.  Let me shout for my 
vengeance!  Can’t you see?  I need you in order to pay back this hateful world with hate!  
You were to be my revenge!  It is revenge… revenge….  
 Marta was trembling all over with both fear and disdain as she ran.  She had left 
Falcone behind, still shouting and gesticulating wildly in the middle of the deserted street. 
 – Revenge!  Revenge! 
 Windows were thrown open, people appeared in their doorways.  It was not long 
before Falcone was surrounded. 
 – He’s crazy! – someone yelled from a window. 
 Marta turned around for a moment and saw in the dim evening what looked like a 
scuffle.  Falcone was screaming, inveighing against the people who were trying to grab hold 
of him; he shouted and shouted as he tried to wriggle free.  The street had come to life, and 
was full of people running in every direction.  And Marta, too, began to run, down, down, 
towards her house, while in that supreme agitation one foolish, petty idea continued to pop up 
in her mind: “I’ll say that I wasn’t feeling well at school, and so I stayed….” 
 When she had run far away, and was already close to Porta Nuova, she suddenly 
froze, as if fear had stopped her dead in her tracks.  Surely Falcone would not, in the madness 
that had overtaken him, mention her name?  
 Marta felt what seemed like a deep abyss open up inside her chest, and, in that 
whirling dissociation of ideas and feelings, she stood there perplexed for a moment, unsure 
whether to turn back or to press on toward home.  An energy she was not conscious of 
coursed through her.  She was not thinking.  She no longer felt anything.  She turned and 
continued on her way home, as though she were following the voice in her head that kept 




The next day, Marta entered the teachers’ room of the school nervously to find the 
immaculately dressed old Director in conversation with Mormoni and Nusco. 
 – Have you heard, Signora? 
 – What? – stammered Marta. 
 – About poor Professor Falcone! 
 – Falcone… the signora knows.  It was to be expected! – exclaimed Pompeo 
Mormoni, slicing through the air with one of his usual gestures. 
 – He’s gone mad! – The director continued.  – Or at least he gave signs of a serious 
mental imbalance last night, right out on a public street. 
 Marta stared into the director’s eyes, then into the eyes of Mormoni, then into the eyes 
of Nusco. 
 – He started shouting, – she added, smiling nervously.  – Then he started attacking the 
people around him…. 
 – Where is he now? – Mormoni asked the Director. 
 – Perhaps at the asylum, or at least….  Last night they took him to the police station 
first.  He wasn’t drunk; he never drinks wine….  Maybe he was coming back from Monte 
Cuccio?  Because he was in the habit of making pleasant little climbs up the mountain in the 
evening….  And with those feet of his, just think!  The sun would have been beating down on 
his head, and who knows what sort of crazy idea finally snapped in his brain.  Apparently he 
was shouting for revenge. 
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 – Let’s just hope that by now – little Nusco hoped out loud – he’s come back to 
himself, poor fellow! 
 – Yes, – said the Director.  – And in the meantime?  To be honest, I must confess that 
at this point I would be afraid to have him back here among our girls.  I can’t help but hope 
that they send him somewhere else, when and if he does come back to his senses, which I 
certainly hope he does! 
 “He’ll lose his position!” thought Marta as she listened.  “And I will lose mine as 
well….” 
 And she delivered her lessons that day almost automatically, with a mind every so 
often attacked, beaten, dragged away from her work by the violent thoughts about which she 
had tossed and turned in her bed all night long. 
 Marta was trapped, caught between those two vile options Alvignani had given her.  
The only way out, it seemed, was death, which had dominated her thoughts all night long, 
and continued to do so.  But the image of her actually taking her own life filled her with such 
horror that it almost made her dizzy.  Against the invading darkness of this thought, however, 
there trembled inside her a glimmer of hope: the hope that she was not, in fact, in so 
desperate a position as so many fearful signs seemed to indicate that she was.  This faint 
glimmer of hope illuminated in that horrendous darkness a single way out.  The only way.  
Oh, how she wished she could throw herself down that path!  But something held her back, as 
if she were under some spell.  She forced her eyes to scrutinize that solitary road from which 
there is no return, far from Alvignani, far from her husband.  And she yearned, and, at the 
same time, she looked deep within herself, at her own body, for some sign that could give her 
reason to continue to hope. 
 When she returned home after her lessons, she found that they had guests: the Juès, 
their neighbors from the second floor. 
 She could tell immediately from the eyes of her mother and her sister that Blandino 
had already been there.  Her mother’s eyes were shining, and her cheeks were bright red.  As 
soon as she saw Marta she suddenly grew very cheerful, struggling to contain her joy in front 
of their two inopportune guests. 
 Marta having said to the Juès that that she had been ill and that she continued to feel 
under the under the weather, Signora Juè turned to Signora Agata and expounded, 
 – Ah, it comes with the season, it comes with the season, Signora mia; it’s nothing out 
of the ordinary….  Half the city is ill this time of year….  Do you remember that tenant of 
ours I was telling you about who rents the house in Via Benfratelli?  The poor lady separated 
from her husband?  Well, she can’t so much as get out of bed!  The other day Fifo went to 
collect that little bit of rent we charge her (a pittance, really), and, wouldn’t you know, he had 
to return empty-handed….  Ah, if you only knew, Signora mia, how much that blessed little 
house has made us suffer!  Of course, it’s because we’re too big-hearted….  You tell her, 
Fifo…. 
 And Signor Juè, seated as usual with his legs pressed tightly together, his arms folded 
across his chest, unstuck himself just enough to repeat his favorite phrase. 
 – Christ only knows! 
 A little while later, the husband and wife opted to “eliminate the inconvenience” of 
their presence.  As soon as they had left Signora Agata threw her arms around Marta’s neck 
and held her in a tight embrace, pressing her close to her breast, kissing her again and again 
on the forehead. 
 My dear daughter, my dear daughter!  Here!  Here it is!  You’ve finally gotten your 
reward!  Justice has finally been served! 
 Her eyes filled with tears as she continued. 
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 – Didn’t I tell your father (bless his soul) that evening that it would happen?  Light 
will win out over darkness, I told him, and your daughter’s innocence will be recognized!  
Wait, wait….  Oh, if only he were alive to see it!  Don’t cry, don’t cry my dear….  What’s 
wrong?  Oh my goodness, Marta, what’s the matter? 
 Marta had collapsed into a chair, pale, sullen and trembling. 
 – You know, I don’t feel at all well…. – she murmured. 
 – Yes, but now you don’t need to cry anymore! – her mother replied.  – Do you know 
who paid us a visit this morning?  Perhaps you don’t know him.  Blandino… Professor 
Blandino.  And do you know why he came?  Do you know who sent him?  Your husband!  
Did you know that he was at death’s door? 
 – I know. – said Marta, her eyebrows furrowed. 
 – You know?  But how could you know? 
 – Anna Veronica wrote to me about it. 
 – Ah, in secret? 
 – Yes, I asked her never to mention him in the letters she sent to you. 
 – Yes, yes, but now….  Tell me, did you also know that…. 
 Marta, pulled herself to her feet with difficulty, exhausted. 
 – He wants a reconciliation, doesn’t he? – she said. 
 – Yes, yes! – confirmed her mother with joy.  But that joy fell away immediately, 
when she saw Marta’s somber expression.  
 – Do you think that’s possible now? – she asked, spitting out every syllable 
deliberately and looking her mother straight in the eye. 
 – What?  Why do you say that? – her mother exclaimed, astonished. 
 – Why?  He wants me back.  But I no longer want him. 
 – But how can you….  And don’t you think….  But how? – stammered her mother.  – 
If this means reparation for you!  Don’t you see, this means justice in the eyes of the world!  
And you want to refuse?  How? 
 – Justice… Reparation…. – Marta interrupted her.  – Do you really believe that, 
Mamma? 
 – And why not?  If Blandino came here…. 
 – Oh, I know that Blandino came here….  Mamma, it’s no use!  I ask you again: do 
you really believe that what they’ve done to me, first him, Rocco, and then Daddy, do you 
really think that can just be undone?  No, mamma, no.  It can’t be repaired….  And you can 
be sure that in the eyes of the people I will remain exactly what I am, no more and no less….  
Do you know what they’ll say?  They’ll say that he has forgiven me, and leave it at that!  And 
they laugh at him, as they would at an imbecile….  I will always be the guilty one….  And 
why not?  “If she were really innocent” they’ll say, “then why did her father lock himself 
away out of shame for months and months in the dark, in his room, until it finally killed him?  
And why did her husband throw her out?”  Oh, go on!  Reparations, yes….  And your father, 
Maria?  Who’s going to give him back to you?  And everything we’ve suffered through?  
Who will lift that heavy burden from our hearts?  You can’t be serious!  Are these wounds 
that can just be patched up?  No, Mamma.  I cannot, I must not accept his penitence. 
 – But even if now he publically acknowledges that he was wrong? 
 – No one will believe him. 
 – No one?  Why, everyone will believe him, my dear!  Who would have any right to 
speak if he does right by you? 
 Marta could feel herself withering under the gaze of her mother and sister and 
remained silent, listening.   
 – Yes… yes…. – she said.  – I’ll think about it.  Let me think.  I can’t say anything 
more about it now. 
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 – Think it over, Marta, think it over, for pity’s sake!  You will see that it is the right 
thing and you’ll agree.  I’m sure of it!  In the meantime, tell me, what response shall I give to 
Blandino? 
 – For now, none.  Tell him… tell him that I need time to reflect on all of this… yes…. 
Give me time, and I will think about it. 
 But what was there to think about?  Was she to wait until that flicker of hope, which 
grew dimmer day by day, finally disappeared, and the darkness and the void extended more 
and more, both within her and all around her? 
 She soon recognized that she could no longer deceive herself.  And so, confronted 
with the horror that the idea of death aroused in her, she was forced to make a decision.  
 There was no distraction from this question, not even for a moment.  She was penned 
in, pressured from all sides.  She decided that her existence could not and should not last 
more than a few more days: one, two, three days to go… and then?  Her blood felt frozen in 
her veins.  She pulled herself back from the balcony railing for fear of giving in to a sudden 
impulse to cut short that agony.  Oh no, no, that was not the death for her, no!  But there were 
no firearms in the house.  Poison!  It would be better to die of poisoning.  But how could she 
get her hands on some? 
 She was losing her mind, and with the last of her vital energies she grappled with 
these difficult materials, making them loom larger and larger.  She could hear her mother 
talking in the other room, and would ask herself, “What will she do?  Will they take pity on 
her and Maria when I am gone?”  But how was it possible that her mother considered this 
proposed reconciliation and her husband’s sudden remorse to be such a prize, recompense for 
all that they had suffered?  She wanted to scream at her, “Is this what you call justice?  You 
believe that I am innocent, and then call it justice when the person who wrongly accused me 
has a change of heart?  And if I really were as you believe me to be, how could his 
repentance make up for what I have gone through?  Does it seem to you that I could ever just 
smile at the idea of returning to live under the same roof as a man who has treated me so 
unjustly, and who doesn’t understand me?  A man I don’t respect and don’t love?  Is this the 
reward for my innocence?” 
 She wanted to see Alvignani one last time.  She had no illusions as to whether he 
could help her, but… who knows!  Perhaps in speaking with Blandino or by reflecting on the 
problem himself he had been able to come up with some solution, some other way out. 
 – I was just writing you! – said Gregorio, seeing her come in.  – See, the letter is right 
here! 
 Marta reached out her hand to take it from him.   
 – No, it’s useless now….  I’ll tear it up.  It’s full of nonsense anyway.  You never 
came back…. 
 He took a long look at her and, reading the desperation on her face, added, 
 – Poor Marta! 
And then he asked, but almost without much hope of a response, 
 – Have you made a decision? 
 Marta sighed, opening her hand with a small gesture of despair, and she sat down. 
 He went back to looking at her, and he felt all of the enormous, unbearable weight of 
their situation.  He was struck by that silence, that oppressive, inert irrationality, as if by a 
blow.  In order to shake her out of it, he said, 
 – Will you come with me? 
 But she only turned and looked at him.  Then she closed her eyes and tilted her head 
back, desperately weary. 
 – Nothing, then, nothing, – she said.  – You haven’t found anything. 
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 – But what is there to find? – he responded quickly, passionately.  – Day and night I 
have thought only of you.  I have waited and waited for you to come….  It’s useless to look 
any more, Marta!  Look here, I had just written to you, “Decide, and decide soon: there is no 
time to lose.  You have already waited too long….  Give Blandino your response.  Tell him 
right away, yes or no, and if the answer is no….”  And look, here I propose to you that….  
Do you want to read it yourself?...  Read it, read it…. 
 – Alvignani held the letter out to her indicating the point at which she was to begin 
reading, and Marta took it.  But after only a few lines she dropped her hands to her lap. 
 – Read it to the bottom of the page! – he exhorted her. 
 Marta raised the letter to her eyes once more.  For all of the bad she had expected to 
find there, as she read, her face betrayed how desperate she was to find on that page even a 
single word that would give rise to a new hope in her; the desperation of a weary traveler, 
dying of thirst, searching a dry bed of stones for a trickle, even a drop of water.  And in those 
words of Alvignani’s she found nothing more than dry, heavy stones, which she sifted 
through without finding anything at all beneath them.  She shook her head no, no, no 
disconsolately.  
 Having finished reading the letter, she stood up with a sigh and said nothing. 
 – Well, what do you think? – he asked her. 
 Marta shrugged her shoulders and handed him back the letter, exclaiming, 
 – Let’s not rehash the same, useless argument from last time… please, or my brain 
will just…. 
 – But what do you want to do?  
 – Don’t you see?  What else can I do? 
 – You’re crazy! 
 – Crazy?  I should have done it a long time ago, while my father was still alive….  
And then…then it wouldn’t have been as…as ugly as now!  Now I’ve got my back against 
the wall. 
 – But you’re the one who keeps yourself there! – shot back Alvignani, harshly. 
 He took both of her hands in his, and continued, 
 – But think this through with me.  Who is the one who should be punished?  Should 
you perhaps be punished?  No, it’s him, him, him! 
 – And how do I do that? – said Marta.  – By betraying him?  That would no longer be 
a punishment for him; but it would be for me!  Aren’t you listening?  Can’t you see how 
much this horrifies me?  For me, for me it’s horrifying!  Don’t you understand?  If I were 
some sort of unthinking, unfeeling object….  But I am a human, and I think and feel!  I know 
that I have been with you, I know what I have done…and I can’t, I just can’t!  It horrifies me! 
 – Listen, there is no way, – said Alvignani resolutely, rising to his feet, – no way at all 
that knowing what I know I can allow you to commit this double crime.  So you are no longer 
figuring your mother and sister into the equation?  I will write to him! 
 – To whom? – asked Marta, suddenly coming around. 
 – To him, to your husband, – Alvignani responded.  – I can’t leave you alone in your 
current state, abandon you to your own devices, to your own despair….  
 – Are you mad? – Marta interrupted him.  – What on earth would you write to him? 
 – I don’t know.  I’ll speak my mind, my conscience.  I know only one thing: that you 
are not the guilty one.  Either he or I must be punished, whichever one of us is left standing, it 
will fall to him to amend things. 
 – What idiocy! – Marta exclaimed.  – No… listen… listen to me…. 




 – Don’t write him. – She took up again.  – I will write him….  Leave the writing to 
me….  I’ve got it!  I’ve got it! 
 – What are you saying? – Gregorio asked anxiously.  – What will you write him? 
 – I’ve got it! – repeated Marta joyfully.  – Yes, that will solve everything….  You’ll 
see!  I’ll explain everything to you after…. For now, let me go…. 
 – No, tell me first…. 
 – After, after…. – said Marta.  – I am telling you, everything will work out fine….  
Let me go….  I’ll explain everything afterward….  Promise me you won’t write him! 
 – But I want to know… – Alvignani objected, perplexed. 
 – There’s nothing to know.  Just leave me to do it….  Promise me. 
 – Well alright, I promise….  When are you coming back? 
 – Soon.  And don’t worry, I’ll be back.  For now, addio! 
 – Addio!  See you soon! 
 Marta went away.  And as she made her way home, the idea that had flashed in her 
mind slowly began to take on a more concrete, precise shape.  In the excited, almost delirious 
state in which she found herself, she could not see the absurdity of the solution that had come 
to her so suddenly.  And she said to herself, as she walked along, “I do not accept his 
forgiveness, the forgiveness of someone who should be asking for forgiveness himself….  I 
do not accept it….  I deserve to be punished?  Fine!  I’ll make sure that I am punished.  But 
first he must pay for all the terrible things he did to me, unjustly….  That he owes me….  
Alright, so I will just remove myself from the situation.  And with me out of the picture, why 
can’t he marry my sister?  Maria is wise…. Maria is good….  She’ll do it for her mother’s 
sake….  They’ll make a nice little family, along with mother….  And so everything will be 
alright….” 
 She was hurrying now, talking to herself.  She felt that an enormous weight had been 
lifted from her.  She looked around her with bright, cheerful eyes, and really almost laughed 
at everything her gaze chanced upon.  She felt that a perfect calm had descended upon her 
spirit. 
 And that was her state of mind when she reached home. 
 – Have you made a decision, Marta? – her mother risked asking. 
 – Just now, Mamma, – she responded.  – I thought about it for a long time.  I must 
write to him.  Don’t worry, I’ll write tonight or tomorrow morning.  I am thinking of the two 
of you! 
 – Of us?  But you must think about yourself, my child….  Do you see what you have 
been reduced to? 




Around daybreak Marta finally managed to get some sleep.  She had spent the night 
formulating the letter to her husband, weighing every word, excluding from it every phrase 
tinged with self-pity, or that recriminated him. She had then tried to imagine in great detail 
what life would be like for the others without her there: the tears and the despair of her 
mother and sister, the comfort that he, her husband, would rush to bring them, the remorse 
and surprise of those who knew her, the mourning….  Then, as time goes on, the desolate 
calm in which that grief finally slips away unnoticed, as if it were falling asleep.  And little 
by little the strange surprises of seeing and of feeling that life has indeed gone on, has simply 
followed its natural course, and that we who remain… we have done so too.  The dead?  The 
dead are far away….  
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 After just two hours of sleep Marta awoke very calm, as if, during that short rest, her 
spirit had been purged of her violent intentions.  Nor did this calm come as a surprise to her; 
she had thought about this for a long time, weighed and mulled it over for a long time, and 
always with her mother and sister in mind.  She felt, therefore, no remorse.  She was 
prepared.  She was ready.  Yes, after breakfast she would write the letter.  And then, as 
evening approached she would go out and post the letter with her own hands.  And 
then…then she would never return to that house.  At this point, all of the difficulty she had 
felt regarding the way in which she would take her own life seemed silly; she would go to the 
nearby train station and throw herself down onto the tracks, her head between the wheels of a 
train.  Or perhaps she would go to the beach, and drown herself in some lonely spot. 
 – What beautiful weather! – said Maria as she came out of her room.  – I left the 
blinds open so that I would wake up as soon as it was light out… but wait, wait… the sun 
never rose…. 
 In fact, the sky was cloudy and threatening for the first time after a long season of 
beautiful weather. 
 Marta was incredibly sweet with her mother and sister that day, in every word and in 
every glance she gave them.  She was almost cheerful at the table.  After breakfast was over, 
she announced to her mother that she would be writing to her husband. 
 – Yes, my dear…and may God be your guide! 
 Her mother was sure that Marta had acquiesced to her husband’s proposed 
reconciliation, and with Maria’s help, attended calmly to the usual household chores. 
 By afternoon, the sky had darkened ominously.  Heavy storm clouds gathered over 
the city, and a strong wind began to blow.  At every gust, the panes of the windows rattled 
violently, until it seemed that they must give in to the fury raging outside with a deafening 
crash.  Upstairs the terrace door would slam every now and again without warning.  Suddenly 
there flashed in the darkness a blinding light, and almost simultaneously the thunder 
exploded, rending the air with a formidable roar.  Marta ran from her room with a scream and 
threw her arms around her mother, pale and shaking like a leaf. 
 – Were you afraid? – her mother said to her, stroking her hair.  – Look how nervous 
you are!  What a baby! 
 – Yes, yes I know…. – said Marta, wracked with shivers that soon turned into sobs.  – 
I can’t write today…. I’ll write tomorrow….  I’m shaking all over…. 
 – You just stay here with us, – her mother advised. 
 Stay there with them?  There, in that sheltered little kitchen, getting a taste once again 
of that safe, narrow, blessed life of the family, of home?  It was no longer for her. 
 She had torn up sheet after sheet of paper.  That letter, so easily formulated in the 
delirious excitement of the night before, seemed to her, now that she had sat down to write it, 
weak and disjointed.  She tried to think of how she could reformulate it, but it was all in vain!  
It felt as if her soul itself were struck dumb, her brain all dried up, and her body was restless, 
rebelling against the task imposed on it by her will.  Her body felt the imminent threat of the 
weather: the electricity crackling in the air, the violence of the wind.  Her eyes turned, almost 
against her will, to look out the window.  She saw herself at the mercy of that wind, blown 
along a deserted stretch of shoreline, and the angry heaving of the ocean, howling at her as 
she looked on.  She saw herself searching for a suitable place to throw herself down into 
those hideous, crashing waves.  And with her soul thus suspended, as she was following 
every step right until that last one, right until the moment of taking that plunge, there was 
suddenly a blinding flash of lightning and an explosion of thunder. 
 A moment later, she was laughing instinctively at what her mother and Maria were 
saying as they tried to calm her down, making light of her fear of the storm. 
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 Night fell like a pall over the city.   Marta, her mother, and Maria had gathered for 
dinner when they heard a frantic ringing at the door, prompting all three to exclaim at once, 
 – Who can it be at this hour? 
 It was Donna Maria Rosa Juè, who entered with her hands raised in the air, shaking 
her head and shouting, 
 – Signora mia!  Signora mia!  I have so much to tell you!  Why must everything 
happen to me?  And what have I done, dear God, to offend You?  What have I done?  That 
poor old woman, my tenant down on Benefratelli street…  Signora mia, she is dying…  
Gesù! Gesù! Gesù!  Dying there just like a dog, but for the fact that she is baptized, of 
course….  I sent the doctor at my own expense, and I bought her medicine, although surely 
these are fakes, Signora mia, which won’t do anything at all, but I did it anyway, so no one 
could say that I hadn’t done everything I could….  She hasn’t paid her rent….  But enough of 
that….  As I was saying, surely this poor old woman has some family down south, in your 
part of the country….  I don’t mean for the rent, which is nothing, or the doctor or the 
medicine…but for the funeral, Signora mia!  Who will pay the put her in the cemetery?  Fifo 
and I have already done more than we should have, out of the goodness of our hearts, and for 
charity’s sake, “love thy neighbor” and the rest of it….  And in this terrible weather, too!  Oh 
Signora mia, wind that could blow away a house….  We came back just for a moment to grab 
a quick bite to eat….  We’re heading back there now to keep vigil, probably all night long….  
Why are we doing it?  We are Christians!  Ah, husbands, husbands!  I’m not speaking of 
mine, of course; I, by the grace of God, have had two, unworthy as I am, and each one better 
than the other: that saintly soul who was my first, and this one, who is the spitting image of 
his brother, identical, with the same good heart.  That will be our downfall, Signora mia, that 
good heart….  But could you write to someone, if you know of any family she might have 
down south? 
 – Yes, we’ll write to her son…. – responded Signora Agata, dazed by the flurry of 
words with which Juè had imparted the news as much as by the news itself. 
 – What! – exclaimed Donna Maria Rosa.  – That poor lady has a son?  And her son is 
just letting her die like this, like a dog?  Oh children, children!  They’re worse than husbands!  
Write to him, for goodness sake…. tell him that she really is not long for this world!  I’ll see 
to it that the priest gives her the Last Rites tonight….  Are we Christians or not?  We are not 
heathens!  
 – I’ll go with you, – said Marta, getting up from her seat. 
 Her mother and Maria turned to look at her. 
 – Do you really think you should? – her mother asked.  – You have been feeling so 
poorly, Marta, and with this weather…. 
 – Let me go…. – Marta insisted, heading toward her room. 
 Signora Agata said nothing more.  She admired her daughter for responding in that 
way, with an act of generosity toward the husband who had treated her so badly.  It also 
seemed to her that with this visit to her dying mother-in-law, Marta could respond to her 
husband’s proposed reconciliation, and set a seal on the peace his offer promised. 
 Marta, on the other hand, was searching for her hat and shawl in the darkened room, 
and thinking to herself, “She must be a victim too.  I want to see her, to get to know her….” 
 – I’m ready. 
 – You must pin your hat on well, or better still, leave it here, mark my words, – 
Donna Maria Rosa advised.  – Wrap a scarf around your head, as I have done…. 
 Don Fifo was waiting on the second-floor landing, half-dead, shivering with cold, his 
hands in his pockets and his collar up for warmth.  
 As soon as they were out on the street, Marta heard the extraordinary fury of the 
wind, which roared through the street, as if it were trying to blow all of the houses away.  She 
 
 287 
looked up at the raucous sky, overrun by enormous storm clouds that looked as if they had 
themselves been torn to shreds.  Through these gashes, the moon would appear every now 
and again, looking as if it were fleeing the scene, rushing away in fear for its very life.  The 
street was almost completely dark as the wind had blown out several of the street lamps.  At 
the knoll, farther down Via del Papireto, a tree had been split in two, and the others were 
twisting and bending in the wind.  The two women leaned into that furious wind as they 
made their way slowly up the street, their dresses impeding their progress at every step.  Don 
Fifo was holding his hat onto his head with both hands so tightly that he was pulling it down 
almost to his shoulders. 
 Where the Corso turned toward the Duomo, they saw something none of them had 
ever seen before: a deafening torrent of dry leaves that seemed to be growing every second as 
it whirled around and around.  It was as if the wind had stripped every last leaf in the 
countryside and now in a forceful rage, in a vehement excess of destructive force was 
dragging them from Porta Nuova to the very bottom of the street, and then all the way down 
to the sea. 
 The two women and Don Fifo got caught up in the whirlwind as they turned their 
backs to it, and they, too, were pushed down, and then almost lifted up with the leaves 
themselves.  Suddenly, Don Fifo let loose a scream, and Marta saw him leap like a 
grasshopper, throwing himself after his hat, which had just disappeared in the churning eddy 
of leaves. 
 – Leave it, Fifo! – shouted his wife from somewhere over his shoulder. 
 But now Don Fifo, too, had disappeared into the whirlwind of leaves, in the dark. 
 – This way, over here! – shouted Signora Juè to Marta, rounding the corner of Via 
Protonotaro, which was out of the path of the wind, and in which huge piles of leaves had 
taken refuge.  – He’ll catch up to his hat back at Porta Felice, if he makes it that far!  Of 
course that would happen!  Just what we needed!  All this, and now a new hat! 
 They crossed the little Piazza Origlione, and soon found themselves in Via 
Benfratelli. 
 – Here it is, the entrance is here, – exclaimed Donna Maria Rosa, ducking into an 
entryway. 
 They climbed the steep, narrow staircase in the dark, all the way up to the top floor.  
Signora Juè drew an enormous key from her pocket, blew into the keyhole, guided the key to 
the lock with her fingers in the darkness, and opened the door.  As soon as she opened the 
door she shouted, 
 – Gesù-Maria!  The windows! 
 The three rooms that comprised the squalid abode of the dying woman had been 
invaded by the wind, which had forced the window frames and broken all of the glass out of 
the windows.  The little lamp in the bedroom had blown out, and in the darkness Fana 
Pentàgora was wheezing, terrified.   
 – The windowpanes!  Every single one of them is broken!  I offer them up to you, oh 
Lord, in penitence for my sins! – exclaimed Signora Juè, putting all of her strength into 
closing the shutters against the wind. 
 Marta had remained at the threshold, terrified, with her ears intent on the old woman’s 
dying wheeze. 
 With the shutters now closed and the room silent, that wheezing became unbearable. 
 – And the matches? – exclaimed Donna Maria Rosa.  – Of course, Fifo has 
them…running after his hat and leaving us here in the dark with nothing to do.  Ah, what a 
man!  Just the opposite, sometimes, of his brother, may he rest in peace.  I’ll go and look for 
some in the kitchen. 
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 Marta groped her way to the bed, as if she were draw by the old woman’s wheezing.  
She moved to lean her hand on the bed, but then quickly drew back in disgust, for in doing so 
she had inadvertently touched the woman as she lay on the bed.  She bent over her and called 
to her in a whisper, 
 – Mamma…Mamma…. 
 The only response was that labored wheezing. 
 – I am Rocco’s wife…. – Marta continued. 
 – Rocco…. – Marta seemed to hear the dying woman mumble with rasping breath. 
 – Rocco’s wife…. – she repeated.  – Don’t be afraid.  I’m here now…. 
 – Rocco, – said the dying woman.  There was no mistaking it this time, and the 
wheezing stopped for a moment. 
 The silence became terrifying. 
 – You stay quiet now…. – Marta responded, gently admonishing her, as one would a 
sick child.  – Your landlady is here…. 
 Holding a lit match in one hand and shielding it with the other, Donna Maria Rosa 
was moving about the dark room like a will-o’-the-wisp.  
 – Where is that lamp?  Ah, here it is! 
 Having lit the lamp, Donna Maria Rosa, stood with all ten fingers splayed, examining 
them. 
 – Lord, what filth!  I got it all over me in the kitchen….  Just look at what a sty this 
place is! 
 The shards of glass from the window had been thrown as far as the center of the 
room. 
 Meanwhile Marta looked on trembling with horror as the dying woman slowly raised 
her head from where it lay buried deep in the pillows, scanning the room with dull, lifeless 
eyes.  It was as if she were amazed by the light, and by the sudden silence after the darkness 
and the terrible howling of the wind.  There was a milky film covering the pupil of her right 
eye, and the skin of her face, but especially of her nose, was dotted with small, black 
pockmarks that stood out against the extreme pallor of her sweat-drenched skin.  Her coarse 
grey hair lay in a curly, thick mass across the pillows, which had begun to yellow with age.  
Marta’s eyes paused on the woman’s enormous hands, the hands of a man, really, as they lay 
there motionless on the sheet, which was even dirtier than the shirt she was wearing open to 
her dry, bony chest.  It was horrible to see. 
 – Rocco…. – the dying woman murmured once again, her eyes fixed on Marta’s face, 
thirsty for information.  
 – What’s she saying? – asked Signora Juè, who was bent over, her skirts raised up 
above her knee as she yanked her stocking from where it had fallen down around her ankle 
up over her thick calf. 
 – She’s calling her son’s name…. – Marta responded, drawing close to the old woman 
once again as she said under her breath, – He will come, don’t you worry….  I will write him 
right now to come quickly…. 
 But the dying woman did not understand, and kept repeating in a weak voice, her eyes 
searching all around the room, 
 – Rocco…. 
 – A telegram, yes? – said Signora Juè – Fifo will go to the telegraph office….  
There’s no time to lose.  Ah, here in this drawer there should be paper and everything you 
need to write with….  Mio Dio how it smells in here!  Do you smell that?  What smells so 
bad in this room? 
 On the little table closest to the window there was a glass half-full of a greenish 
mixture, which was giving off a noxious odor. 
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 – Ah, here you are! – said Signora Juè, pointing out the glass with her stubby index 
finger.  – And now let’s throw you away! 
 Marta ran over to her. 
 – No don’t!  What is it?  
 – It must be poison, – said Donna Maria Rosa, taking note of Marta’s nervous 
expression. 
 – It might prove useful…. 
 – Just what purpose do you want it to serve, my dear?  It will just sit there smelling 
terrible all night, uselessly…. 
 And she went to the kitchen to pour it out. 
 Marta pulled herself up to the little table and began writing the telegram.  Almost 
without thinking, she wrote simply: “Your mother is ill.  Come quickly.  MARTA.” 
 – Ah, you two must be close, – observed Signora Juè, reading the telegram.  – Are 
you perhaps related? 
 Marta blushed red, not sure how to answer, and tenuously nodded her head several 
times in assent.  Donna Maria Rosa noted that sudden confusion and embarrassment and 
suspected that there must be story lurking behind it…. 
 – Or, of course… from the same part of the world…. – she said.  And, in an awkward 
attempt to mitigate the indiscreet question added, – At any rate, I hope he comes soon…. 
 They heard a knock at the door. 
 – That will be Fifo!  
 Don Fifo entered bareheaded, his hair a mess, shouting and gesturing broadly, 
 – That was no hat; it was a devil! 
 – Yes, alright…. – said his wife.  – And right now, we need you to run off to the 
telegraph office!  Look, even the windowpanes are all shattered! 
 Don Fifo leapt back in surprise. 
 – Me?  To the telegraph office?  Now?  Not even if they made me pope! 
 – Idiot!  I told you, all of the windowpanes are shattered! – shot back Donna Maria 
Rosa, really getting angry now.  – Now get yourself to the telegraph office! 
 – Oh Cristo mio! – exclaimed Don Fifo.  – Outside all of the devils of hell are 
roaming around free….  Where do you want me to go?  And must I go without my hat? 
 – You can wrap my shawl around my head… 
 Don Fifo looked at Marta and his mouth curled into the smile of someone used to 
being fooled. 
 – Yes, sure, your shawl….  You just want everyone to laugh at me…. 
 – Who do you think is going to see you at this time of night, in this weather?  Come 
on, out you go!  Out! 
 And she threw her shawl over his head, adding, 
 – Then you can go home and go to bed. 
 – By myself? – asked Don Fifo, adjusting the shawl on his head. 
 – What, are you afraid? 
 – Afraid?  Me?  I don’t know the meaning of the word….  But you here, and me 
there…oh, nothing.  Look, I’d rather just stay there in that corner over there…. I wouldn’t get 
in your way….  Alright, be patient.  I’m going, and I’ll be right back. 
 And off he went.  He returned around a half an hour later.  Marta had continued 
keeping a close eye on the dying woman, who had in turn continued to sink further and 
further into her lethargy.  Signora Juè, on the other side of the bed, had already dozed off, her 
chin resting on the steep slope of her ample bosom.  Don Fifo looked at her for a little while, 
and then turned to Marta and said softly, 
 – Oh God help us all, she’s beginning to snore…. 
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 He shook his clenched fists violently, and added, 
 – She’ll bring the whole house down! 
 He hadn’t even finished his sentence, however, when Donna Maria Rosa gave her 
first proper snort, her mouth falling open wide.  Don Fifo ran over to her and called to her, 
shaking her gently, 
 – Mararrò… Mararrò…. 
 – Ah…what is it?.... what do you want?....  Did you send the….  Alright…. 
 – No…  I was trying to tell you… – Don Fifo went on timidly.  – We must be quiet….  
You see, the sick woman…. 
 – Stop bothering me, Fifo! – Donna Maria Rosa interrupted him, and began to drift 
off again.  
 Don Fifo shrugged his shoulders and raised his eyes to the ceiling with a sigh. 
 Not long after, he, too, was asleep next to his wife, who was once again snoring 
formidably.  And after a little while he began to snore himself, but in weak, timid little 
snortles, accompanied by a soft whistling that came from his nose.  In this way, husband and 
wife seemed to be playing in a sort of harmony: one a bass tuba, the other a muted violin. 
 Marta, in the meantime, was completely absorbed by her contemplation of the dying 
woman, a horrible image of her own imminent demise. 
 “Tomorrow he will come,” she thought.  “He will see me here, and he will believe 
that I want… that I am able to accept his proposal.  But I was not thinking of him when I 
came here.  Perhaps he, when he knows everything, will even suspect that I came here just to 
endear myself to him.  No.  No, tomorrow morning, before he arrives, I will go away…so 
that he doesn’t see me….  I will go away….”  
 She stood up from her chair and tiptoed close to the figure lying in the bed, who 
seemed already to be dead.  She leaned in close, trying to hear if she was still breathing, and 
then returned to her seat, thinking, 
 “How peaceful she is!  And she is dying….  Death is already inside of her, inside that 
sleeping body….  Go away?  No, I can’t go away….  I must speak to him first…whatever the 
cost….  It is a sacrifice I must make in order to ensure that he faces up to his duty: he must 
help my mother.  And so he will find me here, next to his!  I will tell him everything… 
everything….” 
 The little light was dying on the table next to them.  The shadows of the two sleeping 
figures grew larger and larger on the wall, and leapt grotesquely at every flicker of the flame.  
Marta was afraid that at any moment they would be plunged into complete darkness, and she 
got up to wake Signora Juè. 
 – The lamp is going out…. 
 – What’s it doing?  Ah, it’s going out?....  OK then, let’s just…. 
 She pushed herself up from the chair, stumbled over to the little table, and blew the 
lamp out, remarking, 
 – It smells bad….  There’s no oil left….  Now where’s my chair? 
 – Ah! – shrieked Don Fifo in the darkness.  – You’ve massacred one of my feet! 
 – My chair….  Here it is!  Patience, my dear Fifo.  Tomorrow night with any luck 
we’ll be able to sleep in our own bed….  In any case, it will be daylight soon enough…. 
 And indeed, not long after a cock’s crowing broke the silence.  Marta, wrapped in that 
darkness, listened intently.  Another rooster, this one farther off, responded to the call of the 
first.  And then a third sounded, farther off still.  But not so much as a ray of light shone 
through the slats of the shutters. 
 Dawn finally broke.  Signora Juè woke up, stretching and, almost whinnying as she 
asked Marta for an update on the dying woman.  Only Don Fifo, sitting there in his corner 
with his head sunk onto his chest, his arms crossed, his legs pressed tightly together, and 
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looking very miserable indeed, continued to snore his timid little snores with the whistle at 
the end, now unaccompanied. 
 – She’s cold!  She’s cold! – said Signora Juè, still half asleep, as she placed her hand 
on the forehead of the dying woman.  – We must send for the priest right away….  Fifo!  
Fifo, wake up! 
 Don Fifo woke up. 
 – Run over to Santa Chiara right away… or this unhappy woman will die without the 
last rites….  Are you listening to me Fifo? 
 Don Fifo had scrambled to his feet and was wandering around the room, his eyes 
glazed over with sleep. 
 – What are you looking for? 
 – I’m looking for…  Ah yes!  No hat, santo Dio!  Even if I had a little cap…anything!  
Do I have to go like this? 
 – Go!  Go!  Run….  There’s no time to lose, – Donna Maria Rosa shouted at him, and 
turning to Marta, added, – Meanwhile you and I will tidy up the room a little bit.  The Lord is 
coming! 
 Marta looked at Signora Juè completely stunned.  The Lord?  Suddenly an image of 
Anna Veronica came to mind, and she almost looked around the room for her.  And she even 
saw a little bit of Anna Veronica in herself in that moment.  Should she bow down and beg 
God to pardon her sin and her shame, just as Anna had done?  Ah, no!  No!  Never!  Since 
the Lord would be there soon, she would kneel, but only to pray for the health of her spirit. 
 While Signora Juè tried to arrange the blankets, the dying woman opened her cloudy, 
sightless eyes.  Marta watched those eyes and that face, and saw that they were suffused now 
with a serenity that seemed somehow more than human.  It seemed that only her broken 
down body lay in that bed, and that she no longer perceived the squalor and misery that 
surrounded her.  She was without sadness, without memory.  
 The Viaticum finally arrived, but went unnoticed by the dying woman.  Fana 
Pentàgora stared at the priest in precisely the same way she had been staring at the ceiling of 
that room.  She did not respond to his questions.  The onlookers were on their knees around 
the bed, murmuring prayers.  Marta wept, her face hidden. 
 Not long after, the rites were over.  Marta raised her tear-stained face, and she looked 
around herself disillusioned, almost nauseated, as if she had just taken part in some 
meaningless, incredibly vulgar scene.  That?  Was that the coming of the Lord?  A blonde, 
cold, insipid priest, hastily put together for the occasion?  And to think that for a moment she 
had actually considered throwing herself to her knees and praying for guidance….  
– I’m afraid that he won’t arrive in time…. – signed Signora Juè, referring to the 
dying woman’s son. 
 Don Fifo, after the Viaticum, had left the room and was pacing the adjoining room in 
consternation, his arms folded tightly across his chest.  He grumbled to himself every so often 
as he waited for his wife to come out and announce the death of their tenant.  From the 
threshold, he impatiently craned his gaunt face towards the bed, and gesturing towards the 
woman with a nod asked, – Is she still alive? 
 Donna Maria Rosa explained to Marta, 





As the hours dragged slowly on, Marta became more and more anxious.  The waiting grew a 
little more painful with each passing moment. 
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 Early that afternoon, Rocco Pentàgora finally arrived at the door of the apartment.  He 
was out of breath, and almost seemed lost. 
 It appeared to Marta that he had grown taller, most likely a result of the weight he had 
lost during his illness.  His fever had also made much of his hair fall out, and now soft, 
extremely fine little curls had started to grow in again.  His forehead too seemed to have 
broadened, and his skin had brightened, although he was still as pale as ever.  And in his 
eyes, he carried a new expression, a sort of cheerful glimmer, almost childlike. 
 – Marta! – he shouted as soon as he saw her, and he ran to her. 
 Shaken by the sight of her husband thus transfigured and indeed almost refined by his 
convalescence, not to mention by his spirited bounding towards her, without thinking, Marta 
stopped him dead in his tracks with a subtle gesture that he keep quiet, and pointed him to the 
bed where his mother lay in agony. 
 The son immediately turned to the bed and bent over his mother, calling out to her, 
 – Mamma!  Mamma!  Can’t you hear me, Mamma?  Look at me….  I’ve come! 
 The dying woman opened her eyes and looked up at him bewildered, as if she did not 
recognize him.  He went on, 
 – Can’t you see me?  It’s me….  I’ve come….  Now you’ll get well again…. 
 He kissed her softly on the forehead, and wiped the tears from his eyes with a quick 
movement of his hand. 
 His dying mother continued to stare at him intently, every now and then closing her 
eyelids arduously, as if her body no longer had the strength to give any other sign of life.  Or 
was that slow movement of her eyelids the final, faraway gesture of a spirit already well on 
its journey to death? 
 With difficulty, Marta held back her tears, but only because of the shame of breaking 
down in front of Signora Juè, who was making a proud, simpering display of her own tears. 
 Little by little, however, the eyes of the dying woman grew more animated, or 
animated enough, as if from those depths of death some far-off residual of life were surfacing 
again. She opened her mouth, and her lips moved. 
 – What is it? – asked her son with palpable apprehension, leaning down even closer to 
her. 
 – I am dying…. – breathed his mother, almost imperceptibly.   
 – No, no…. – he comforted her.  – You’re getting better, now….  I’m here now….  
And Marta is here too….  Didn’t you see her?  Marta, come here…come over here…. 
 Marta went to the other side of the bed, and the dying woman turned her head to stare 
at her just as she had first stared at her son. 
 – Here she is…. do you see her?  – he added.  – Marta is right here….  It’s her….  Do 
you remember how much I talked with you about her last time? 
 The dying woman drew a breath with difficulty.  She seemed not to understand, and 
stared up at Marta with confused eyes.  Then her pale, waxen cheeks slowly began to show 
the slightest hint of their former pink, and she moved her hand under the covers.  Marta 
quickly lifted the blankets out of the way and placed her own hand in the hand of the dying 
woman, who now gestured with her other hand as best she could, staring at her son.  Rocco 
then followed Marta’s example, and with effort his mother then succeeded in joining their 
two hands together and heaved another deep sigh. 
 – Yes, yes…. – Rocco said to his mother, deeply moved.  He squeezed Marta’s hand, 
and she could no longer manage to hold back her tears. 
 Astonished, the two Juès gaped on from their post at the edge of the bed, their gaze 
shifting from Marta to Rocco and back again. 
 Not long after, the dying woman closed her eyes again, slipping back into those 
mysterious depths, where death was waiting for her. 
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 Marta timidly withdrew her hand from the hand of her husband. 
 – She’s resting again, – said Signora Juè, under her breath.  – Let’s let her rest….  
Listen, Signora Marta, Fifo and I will take advantage of this moment of calm to run back 
home.  There is so much to be taken care of….  I’m not one to boast, but I know how to 
manage these things….  Fifo, you tell them….  Of course, this is a time of grieving and loss, 
but, how to say it?  An empty sack cannot stand on its own, and after so many hours on the 
train, poor Signor Rocco must be desperate for some refreshment…. 
 – No… no….  Nothing for me…. 
 – Just leave it to me…. – Signora Juè interrupted him. 
 – Rather Marta, perhaps, – said Rocco.  
 – Just leave it to me! – Repeated Donna Maria Rosa.  – I’ll take care of everything….  
And I’ll also take a little care of myself and this soul in Purgatory over here….  We haven’t 
had so much as a sip of water since yesterday.  How does one do it, I ask you?  Best be 
patient….  Goodbye now, goodbye….  And try to keep your spirits high, eh? 
 The two Juès went away. 
 On the one hand, Marta would have liked for them to stay, by force if necessary, so as 
not to be left alone with her husband.  On the other hand, however anxious the looming 
thought of that dreadful confession made her, she now considered it inevitable, and she 
longed to get it over with as soon as possible. 
 – Oh Marta!  Marta mia!  – Rocco exclaimed, opening his arms and calling her to 
him. 
 Shaking terribly, Marta rose from her seat and said to him, 
 – In there… in the other room….  No… wait….  I want you to hear everything I have 
to say right now….  Come…. 
 – What?  You mean you don’t forgive me? – he asked her, following her into the next 
room, which was almost completely dark. 
 – Wait…. – repeated Marta without looking at him.  – I… I have nothing to forgive 
you for, if you…. 
 She trailed off.  Her face contracted and her eyes closed, as if just below the surface 
she were in the throes of some unbearable convulsion.  Then she turned to her husband with a 
look of pity and continued, resolutely. 
 – Listen to me, Rocco.  You knew…. 
 She suddenly stopped short again, noticing the long scar on Rocco’s cheek, all that 
remained of the injury he had sustained in his duel with Alvignani.  She felt her courage 
falter, and she pressed both of her hands hard to her face. 
 – Forgive me!  Forgive me! – he begged her insistently, laying his hands lovingly on 
her arms. 
 – No, Rocco!  Listen to me.  I won’t ask anything of you for myself…. – Marta began 
again, uncovering her face.  – I want to say just one thing to you.  Remember that father left 
us in poverty.  Mamma and Maria… they hadn’t done anything wrong…. and this was your 
fault.  All alone… three poor women, left to fend for themselves out on the street, and 
attacked on all sides by the whole town…. 
 – So you don’t forgive me?  You don’t want to?  You’ll see, Marta, you’ll see how 
I’ll make it up to you….  Your mother, Maria, they will come with us…live in our 
house…that goes without saying, doesn’t it?  Isn’t that obvious?  With us, always!  Is that all 
you wanted to say to me?  Come Marta, let’s not dwell on the past….  Are you crying?  
Why? 
 Marta, her face once again hidden in her hands, was shaking her head no, sobbing.  
And in vain Rocco pressed her to tell him the reason for her tears, and for that mute denial.   
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 – Oh, for Mamma… for Maria… – she finally came out with, uncovering once again 
her flushed face, now streaked with tears.  – Listen to me, Rocco…. 
 – Again? – he asked, perplexed, bewildered, hurt. 
 – Yes.  I am leaving you free, free to do what you will, from this very night 
forward….  You can’t ask anything more of me…. 
 – What! 
 – Yes, I am leaving you….  I leave an open road before you so that you can do your 
duty for my mother, for my sister, like a good, honest man….  I ask nothing for myself!  
Listen to me….  Try to understand what I am saying…. 
 – I don’t understand you!  What do you want from me?  You’re leaving me free?  
What does that mean?….  But just ask me, and I will do anything you want….  Stop crying!  
I should be the one crying….  I’ll agree to anything, but forgive me….  I’ll accept any terms, 
as long as you forgive me…. 
 – Oh Dio!   Not now, Rocco!  Not now….  Before… you should have asked me to 
forgive you before, with this same voice.  I wouldn’t have turned you down….  But now, no.  
There’s nothing I can do for you now! 
 – Why? 
 –  I must die.  Yes….  And I will die.  But…Dio…Dio!  If I hadn’t been able to take 
care of myself… and that anger had stayed in my heart….  What am I now?  Look at me!  
What am I?....  I have become what people, thanks to you, believed I was, and what they still 
believe I am, and what they will always believe I am, even if I were to accept your 
repentance.  It’s too late now, you understand?  I am lost!  You see what you have done to 
me?  I was alone…. you all persecuted me…. I was alone with no one to help me….  And 
now I am lost! 
 He stood and stared at her, speechless, afraid of understanding, afraid of having 
understood. 
 – Marta!  But how… you….  Oh, Dio!...  You…. 
 Marta fell forward into her hands, and nodded her head several times in between sobs. 
 Rocco then grasped her arm, trying to pull her hands from her face, and still shocked, 
still almost unable to believe it, he shook her. 
 – So then, you… so after we… with him?  Speak!  Explain yourself!  Ah, so it’s true 
after all?  Is it true?  Speak!  Look me in the face!  That miserable….  Don’t you have 
anything to say?  Oh that dirty…. – he exploded then.  – It is true!  And I made myself 
believe… and I came here to ask for forgiveness…. And now… tell the truth, before too?  
Huh?  Tell the truth… with him? 
 – No! – screamed Marta, burning with disdain.  – Don’t you understand?  It was you, 
you yourself with your own two hands, and all, all of the rest of them with you, who finally 
reduced me to the point that I had no other choice but to accept help from him!  Among all 
the bitterness and scorn that you and everyone else heaped upon me, all the injustice with 
which you treated me, you made it so that in the end, he and he alone was the only person 
who offered me a single word of comfort, an act of honesty and fairness.  Oh you… no, you 
of all people have no right to reproach me for anything!  I know well what I have to do 
now….  Just remember that I have fallen in a war that you started….  But I don’t care about 
that, because this is not about me! You… you also must do your duty, and make things right!  
Do you know what my mother and my sister have been reduced to because of you?  They’ve 
become entirely dependent on me alone.  What will become of them?  How will they live?  
Before I do anything I have to know…  This is the reason that I have confessed everything to 
you….  I could not have said anything, or I could have lied to you….  Be grateful to me at 
least for that…. and in return, help them…. help my family, because it wasn’t me, but you!  
You’re the one who reduced them to this sorry state!  
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 Rocco had sat down, and with his elbows on his knees and his face in his hands; he 
was repeating to himself softly and without expression, as if his brain could no longer handle 
the strain of it all, 
 – That bastard….  That bastard….  
 In the silence that had suddenly overtaken the room, Marta heard a deep, labored 
wheezing coming from the adjoining room, and she hurried to the bed of the dying woman. 
 He followed her, and there, ignoring his dying mother entirely, he demanded wildly, 
his eyes fixed on Marta,  
 –Tell me… tell me everything!  I have to know it…. I have to know everything!  Tell 
me! 
 – No! – Marta responded with a bold firmness.  – If I am to die by my own hand, I 
won’t give you the pleasure.  
 And with that she bent over the bed to adjust the pillows under the head of the dying 
woman, who, from the depth of the coma into which she had fallen, continued to emit the 
dull death rattle. 
 – Die? – he asked with scorn.  – And why?  Why not go to him?  He’s helped you 
before, hasn’t he?  He’ll continue to help you…. 
 Marta did not respond to this bitter attack.  She only closed her eyes slowly, and then 
wiped away the icy sweat from his mother’s forehead with her handkerchief. 
 Rocco went on, 
 – There’s a way out for you!  Go to Rome!  Why die? 
 – Oh Rocco! – said Marta.  – Your mother is still here…. Please stop this, for her 
sake….  
 He was quiet, and he turned pale, contemplating his mother.  The idea of death, made 
all the more manifest by Marta, suddenly came roaring to life, as terrible images filled his 
head.  Pressing his hands against his temples, he left the room without a word. 
 It was already almost evening.  In the encroaching darkness, Marta stared 
mechanically at the empty lamp on the little table.  Who would have thought that this poor 
woman’s agony would be drawn out so long?  She sat close to the bedside, her eyes fixed in 
that darkness on the face of the dying woman, almost as if waiting for the plan itself, that 
terrible plan that she had so long been turning over in her mind, allowing it to ripen, to give 
her the push she needed to get up and put it into motion.  The regular footsteps of her 
husband pacing in the next room rung louder in her ears now than the labored breathing of 
the dying woman, and she waited, as if the sound of those footsteps might reveal what he was 
thinking.  She intuited, she could sense that in that moment he was going over thoughts from 
the past, experiencing their pain anew, assailed in that darkness by memories and by 
regrets….  Ah, regrets… everyone had earned them.  Everyone, that is, except two people: 
Maria and her mother.  And Marta expected her husband to do right by them, to act justly.  
She expected nothing less as she sat, listening to his footsteps. 
 Then suddenly there was silence from the next room.  Had he made his decision?  
Marta rose to her feet and felt about her for her shawl.  She found it, and just as she began to 
move to the doorway to call to him, she heard a knock at the door.  It was the two Juès 
returning, followed by a servant boy carrying a box of provisions. 
 – Oh, in the dark? – exclaimed Donna Maria Rosa as she came in.  – I brought you a 
candle….  Oh, I’m sorry… but where is Signor Rocco?  Fifo, light the candle! 
 Don Fifo lit the candle, and he suddenly appeared in the room looking completely 
lost, carrying a long bundle of four funeral tapers in his arms. 
 Marta leaned over the bed and examined the face of the dying woman. 
 – How is she?  How is she? – Signora Juè barked insistently. 
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 Marta, frightened by a long, harsh gurgling noise coming from the throat of the dying 
woman, raised her frightened face and stared at Signora Juè, perplexed.  Then she resolutely 
went to the door to the other room and called into the darkness, 
 – Come….  Come….  She’s dying…. 
 Rocco came running and both of them bent over the bed.  Don Fifo left the room on 
tiptoe with his bundle of tapers, signaling to the boy with a wave of his hand to follow him. 
 Rocco raised his eyes from his mother’s face to Marta’s and stared fixedly at her, at 
first with his eyebrows furrowed, then with surprise, almost amazed.  Marta held one of his 
mother’s hands in her own, and was bent over her, holding herself close to her, as if she were 
trying to infuse the dying woman with her own living breath. 
 Then all at once a very pale Signora Juè said softly, 
 – Come, Signor Pentàgora…. 
 – Is she dead? – asked Rocco, watching as Marta released his mother’s hand and 
straightened up.  And he cried out loud, his voice convulsive, – Mamma!  Oh Mamma!  My 
mother! – he was shouting then and breaking into sobs as he pressed his face into the pillows 
next to his mother’s. 
 – Fifo, Fifo, – called Signora Juè.  – Come in here, Fifo, and take him with you…. 
take him with you into the other room, in there.  Courage, courage my boy….  That’s right….  
It’s alright….  Come now….  Go with Fifo…. 
 And with her husband’s help she managed to tear Rocco away from the lifeless body 
of his mother. 
 – I’ve taken care of everything…. – said Signora Juè quietly as soon as they were 
alone.  – It couldn’t last…. I expected it….  I’ve brought four fine funeral tapers….  But first 
let’s tidy her up a little bit, then we’ll dress her…. 
 Marta couldn’t take her wide eyes off of the dead woman’s face, and hadn’t 
understood any of the many, many words that Signora Juè had said to her, the same words 
that perhaps Don Fifo was saying right now to Rocco. 
 – If you could just move a little bit….  And now we can dress her. 
 Marta moved away from the bed, mechanically.  And as she dressed the dead woman 
under Marta’s horrified gaze, Signora Juè never once stopped talking in veiled terms about 
the expenses that she had incurred, without forgetting a single one: not the medicine, nor the 
doctor, nor the broken glass of the window, nor the dinner, nor the tapers, nor the rent that 
deceased had not paid, and all so that Marta could then deliver an itemized list to Rocco.  
Having dressed the body, she covered it with a sheet and placed the tapers at the four corners 
of the bed. 
 – There we are, all done, – she said then.  – All clean!  I don’t mean to brag, but…. 
 And she sat next to Marta, admiring her work. 
 They passed many hours that way.  In that room, it seemed that the only living things 
were the four tapers, which slowly burned down.  Every so often Donna Maria Rosa would 
get up, remove a drop of wax from the shaft of one of the tapers and feed it back into the 
flame. 
 Finally, Don Fifo appeared in the doorway and gave his wife a signal that Marta did 
not see.  Signora Juè responded with a signal of her own, and a shortly thereafter said softly 
to Marta, 
 – We’ll be going now.  I’ll leave this pair of shears here so that you can trim the 
candles every so often….  If you don’t trim them, you see, they’ll sputter and the sheet might 
catch fire, so pay attention….  Goodbye for now.  We’ll be back tomorrow morning…. 
 – Please Signora, will you tell my mother not to come…. – Marta said to her, as if in a 
dream.  – Tell her we will stay here with this woman… her son and I…. tell her… to keep the 
vigil of the dead… and that she and Maria must stay calm, and… and give her my love…. 
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 – I’ll take care of everything, never fear.  Oh, listen…. if by chance, later, Signor 
Rocco… and you too, of course… the basket we brought is there in the other room… I mean, 
if by chance… I don’t have any appetite at all.  Believe me, Signora mia, it’s like I have a 
stone right here in the pit of my stomach.  I am very sensitive, you know….  Anyway, 
goodbye for now.  I’ll just call Fifo ever so softly and we’ll be on our way. Courage, my dear, 
and goodbye! 
 Now that she had been left alone, Marta strained her ears to listen to what her husband 
was saying in the next room.  Was he crying in silence?  Was he thinking? 
 “I don’t mean anything to him anymore…,” Marta said to herself.  “He doesn’t even 
care enough to see whether I am still here, or whether I have gone away….  And yet he 
knows where I must go….  I’ll go now….  I’ve told him everything…well, not everything 
about the child….  But the child is mine… mine alone… just like the other one that died 
because of him was mine and mine alone….  Oh, if only he had lived….” 
 She turned her eyes to the bed, over which the four tapers cast a warm, yellow light.  
A few stiff folds in the sheet showed that a body lay below it in the heavy immobility of 
death. 
 With one hand, Marta fearfully drew back the sheet and uncovered the face of the 
dead woman, already transfigured.  She fell to her knees next to the bed and let loose an 
enormous torrent of grief in an unending flood of tears, covering her own mouth with her 
hand so as not to scream, not to cry out. 
 And she wept there, until Rocco came in from the next room.  Then she got to her 
feet, with her shawl under her arm, her face in her hands, and moved towards the door. 
 Rocco held her by one of her arms, and asked her in a somber voice, 
 – Where are you going? 
 Marta did not respond. 
 – Tell me where you’re going, – he repeated, and unsure what to do, he extended his 
other hand and held her by both of her arms. 
 Marta partially uncovered her face. 
 – I’m going…. I don’t know…. Let me go, I beg you….  
 He did not let her go on.  In a rush of passion, almost as if in fear, he pulled his face 
up to her face and burst into tears, embracing her. 
 – No, Marta!  No!  No!  Don’t leave me alone!  Marta!  Marta!  Marta mia! 
 She tried to push him away and drew her head back, but she could not manage to free 
herself from that embrace.  Pressed so close to him, she trembled. 
 – Rocco, no…. it’s impossible….  Let me go…. it’s impossible…. 
 –But why?  Why? – he asked, still holding her close, more tightly still, and kissing her 
with abandon.  – Why, Marta?  Is it because you told me? 
 – Let me go….  No…  Let me go….  You didn’t want me…. – Marta went on, 
choking with emotion, suffocated by that passionate embrace.  – You didn’t want me 
anymore. 
 – I do want you!  I want you! – he shouted desperately, blinded by his passion. 
 – No… let me go…. – Marta implored, still trying to shield herself from his embrace, 
but already almost overwhelmed by his strength.  – Let me go, I must go away….  I beg you! 
 – Marta, I forget everything!  And you should too!  Forget it!  Leave it in the past!  
You’re mine, Marta!  Mine!  Don’t you love me anymore? 
 – It’s not that, no! – Marta moaned, overcome with grief.  – But it’s too late!  Believe 
me, it’s not possible any longer! 
 – But why?  Do you still love him? – Rocco cried out angrily, pushing her away. 
 – No, Rocco, no!  I never loved him, I swear it!  Never! Never! 
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 And she erupted into sobs she could no longer control.  She felt her strength fail her, 
and she collapsed into his arms, which he instinctively stretched out to support her once 
again.  Exhausted with grief, he almost toppled over under her weight.  But exhausted as he 
was, he held her up with an almost furious effort, clenching his teeth, contracting his facial 
features, and shaking his head desperately.  And as he did so his eyes moved to the uncovered 
face of his mother on her funeral bed, between the four candles.  It was as if the dead woman 
had turned to look him in the face. 
 Managing to overcome the shudder that his wife’s body, as much as he desired it, 
instilled in him, he held her close to his chest once again, and with his eyes fixed on the body 
of his mother he stammered, suddenly taken with fear, 
 – Look at her, Marta….  Look at my mother….  I forgive you….  I forgive you….  
Stay here.  Let’s keep the vigil together…. 
 
Monte Cavo, 1893 







The following letter served as the dedication page for the 1908 Fratelli Treves edition of 
L’Esclusa and is included in the appendices of most subsequent editions.  The author 
referenced in the second paragraph of the letter, Francesco Berni, was a prominent poet in the 
early 16th century. 
 
A Luigi Capuana 
 
Illustre Amico, 
 Lei conosce le vicende di questo mio romanzo, e sa che con esso per la prima volta (ora son 
circa quattordici anni) io mi provai nell’arte narrativa, e che esso era — nella sua prima forma — 
dedicato a Lei. 
 Ma “chi di stampar opere lavora,” come il Berni direbbe, pretende spesso che nasca la gallina 
prima dell’uovo, che uno scrittore cioè abbia fama prima di mandare a stampa il libro che gliela 
dovrebbe dare. E per lungo tempo la mia Esclusa si vide costretta a rimaner tale e dalle case editrici e 
dal pubblico. Finché non apparve su La Tribuna di Roma: primo romanzo italiano nelle appendici di 
questo giornale. 
 Non so rendermi conto dell’effetto che abbia potuto fare nei pazienti e viziati lettori delle 
appendici giornalistiche; certo, scene drammatiche non difettano in questo romanzo, quantunque il 
dramma si svolga più nell’intimo dei personaggi; ma dubito forte che, in una lettura forzatamente 
saltuaria, si sia potuto avvertire alla parte più originale del lavoro: parte scrupolosamente nascosta 
sotto la rappresentazione affatto oggettiva dei casi e delle persone; al fondo insomma essenzialmente 
umoristico del romanzo. 
 Qui ogni volontà è esclusa, pur essendo lasciata ai personaggi la piena illusione ch’essi 
agiscano volontariamente; mentre una legge odiosa li guida o li trascina, occulta e inesorabile; e fa sì 
che un’innocente, scacciata dalla società — per esservi riammessa — debba prima passare sotto le 
forche dell’infamia, commettere cioè davvero quella colpa di cui ingiustamente era stata accusata. 
 Nulla di combinato, tuttavia, o di congegnato avanti o di adattato a questo fine segreto. E qui 
han luogo infatti i tanti ostacoli improvvisi, gravi o lievi, che nella realtà contrariano e limitano e 
deformano i caratteri degli individui e la vita. La natura senz’ordine almeno apparente, irta di 
contraddizioni, è lontanissima, spesso, dalle opere d’arte, in cui tutti gli elementi, visibilmente, si 
tengono a vicenda e a vicenda cooperano, e che perciò mostrano una vita troppo concentrata da un 
canto, troppo semplificata dall’altro. Nella realtà vera le azioni che mettono in rilievo un carattere non 
si stagliano forse su un fondo di vicende ordinarie, di particolari comuni? E queste vicende ordinarie, 
questi particolari comuni, la materialità della vita, insomma, così varia e complessa, non 
contraddicono poi aspramente tutte quelle semplificazioni ideali e artificiose? non costringono ad 
azioni, non ispirano pensieri e sentimenti contrarii a tutta quella logica armoniosa dei fatti e dei 
caratteri concepiti dagli scrittori? E quante occasioni imprevedute, imprevedibili, occorrono nella vita, 
ganci improvvisi che arraffano le anime in un momento fugace, di grettezza o di generosità, in un 
momento nobile o vergognoso, e le tengon poi sospese o su l’altare o alla gogna per l’intera esistenza, 
come se questa fosse tutta assommata in quel momento solo, d’ebbrezza passeggera o d’incosciente 
abbandono? 
 Voglio con questo scusare le umili e minute rappresentazioni, che occorrono frequenti nel 
mio romanzo. 
 Io l’ho, illustre amico, riveduto amorosamente da cima a fondo e in gran parte rifuso; e nel 
presentarlo al pubblico, per la prima volta raccolto in volume, voglio che sia ancora dedicato a Lei. 
 
Suo L. Pirandello 
 





[To Luigi Capuana 
 
My illustrious friend, 
 You know the story of this novel, and know that it represents my first attempt at the art of 
narrative (now some fourteen years ago).  And that it was – in its earliest form – dedicated to you.  
 But “one who strives to publish great works,” as Berni would say, often claims that the 
chicken is born before the egg, that is, that a writer can gain fame before publishing the book that 
would give it to him.  And for a long time my Esclusa seemed destined to remain ignored by both the 
publishing houses and by the public.  Until, that is, it appeared in La Tribuna of Rome, the first Italian 
novel to appear in the pages of that journal. 
 I don’t know how to gauge the effect it has been able to have on the patient, pampered readers 
of that journal – dramatic scenes are certainly not lacking in this novel, even if the drama itself takes 
place more in the souls of the characters – but I have strong doubts that in a reading so forcedly 
sporadic one is able to realize the most original part of the work; the part that is scrupulously hidden 
under the completely objective representations of persons and events; in sum, at the essentially 
humoristic core of the novel. 
 Here, every will is excluded, although characters are left with the complete illusion that they 
are acting voluntarily; while an odious law guides them, or rather draws them along – always hidden, 
but inexorable – and makes it so that an innocent woman (driven out of society, later to be readmitted) 
must first pass under the forks of infamy, truly committing, that is, that sin of which she had been 
unjustly accused.  
 There was nothing to devise, however, or to put together beforehand or to modify for this 
final secret.  And here there are in fact many unforeseen obstacles, both serious and less serious, that 
oppose and limit and deform the characters and the lives of individuals.  Nature, without – or at least 
apparently without – order and full of contradictions, is often very far from works of art in which all 
of the elements visibly cohere and cooperate with each other.  Thus they show a life too concentrated 
on the one hand, and too simplified on the other.  In real life aren’t the actions that make a character 
stand out portrayed against a background of ordinary events and common details?  And these ordinary 
events, these common details – the materiality, in sum, of life in all its variation and complexity – do 
they not severely contradict all of those ideal and artificial simplifications?  Do they not force people 
to act?  Do they not inspire thoughts and feelings that contradict all of that harmonious logic of the 
facts and of the conceived by authors?  How many unforeseen and unforeseeable events occur in life, 
sudden hooks that tear at our souls for a fleeting moment, of meanness or generosity, in a noble or 
shameful moment, and then hold them suspended, whether on the altar or in the stocks, for their entire 
existence, as if their lives could be summed up by that moment only, of passing drunkenness, say, or 
of reckless abandon? 
 And this by way of explaining (and excusing) the humble and minute representations, which 
occur frequently in my novel. 
 I have, my illustrious friend, lovingly revised it from top to bottom, and in large part have 
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